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    Prologue


When I was asked to fill out a survey, I didn’t think much of it and accepted the tablet PC.

But then, I was met with a surreal sight.

A woman seemingly lost in her own world stood in front of me, preaching.

“Better than living a long life is attaining immortality! Embrace the path to becoming a sage and enjoy eternal life! Join now and learn the basics for free! Even if you fail to achieve enlightenment in this life, there’s always the next!”

What he thought was a university assignment turned out to be a cultish sermon. He raised his gaze to observe the woman, her face worn with the burden of unmet quotas.

“We don’t ask for personal information. It’s just a few questions. It’ll only take a minute. Feel free to answer however you like. Once you’re done, we’ll compensate you generously, with gifts,” she said, her voice tinged with desperation.

I glanced at her before returning my attention to the tablet PC.

“Sure, let’s just do the survey and leave. If they ask for personal information claiming it’s for a reward, it’s unnecessary.” 

I began reading the multiple-choice questions:

Q: Do you prefer Yin or Yang?

A: Yin

Q: Among the five elements (fire, water, wood, metal, earth), which do you prefer?

A: Earth

Q: Among the cardinal directions (east, west, south, north), which do you prefer?

A: West

Q: Do you prefer beauty?

A: Very much so.

Q: Do you prefer adversity?

A: Not at all.

As I pressed the right arrow to proceed, the screen filled with a ‘Join Now’ button. I pressed it firmly, ending the survey.

“Thank you!” 

The woman took the tablet PC with a bright smile and vanished, leaving behind two books and a white envelope.

One of the books had a title in Chinese characters that I couldn’t read.


The other was titled ‘Mastering Chinese Characters in a Short Time’. It seemed to imply studying to read the book written in Chinese characters.

“Huh, they didn’t ask for personal information? So, was it a real survey? But what about that talk of eternal life?” 

Perplexed, I opened the envelope, finding only two ten-thousand-won bills inside.

After pondering for about thirty seconds, I hurried to a fast-food joint, packed a burger set, and headed home.

Even as I drifted off to sleep with a full stomach, questions lingered. And when I awoke, I found myself transformed into a young girl.



 
  
    Chapter 1: Ryu Seoran


After filling out a survey incorrectly, His gender was unexpectedly altered and he was given the new name Ryu Seoran.

Seoran was born in a small village in the central region of Yuna. Her father, Mr. Ryu, was a tenant farmer, and she had five siblings.

Seoran was well-known in the neighborhood from a young age. 

While she was born like any other baby, chubby and unremarkable, as she grew to one or two years old, she began to show signs of exceptional beauty.

By the age of five, it was clear to everyone that she would grow up to be a beauty. 

Large, clear eyes, a prominent nose, and a small, elegant face. Even the back of her head was attractive. The beauty in the neighborhood was well-known, and the boys were no different.

As she strolled along the street, a voice called from behind a tree. 

Moving closer with caution, a boy her age emerged, presenting a handful of wild strawberries before darting away.

Later, while carrying a water jug to the well, a boy two years older than her helped in drawing water while pretending to be mature. 

It was her routine to carry the water jug all the way home to prove a point.

Remembering her past life as a man, Seoran was very embarrassed by the boys’ expressions of affection. 

Of course, such reactions only made the boys more eager. 

It was a vicious cycle.

********

On the day that everyone’s first love, Seoran, turned ten, a book suddenly fell onto Seoran’s head as she sat dozing under the shade of a tree.

“Ouch!”

Startled, Seoran looked around and discovered the book on the ground. 

It had a strangely familiar cover—the same book with Chinese characters she received after completing the survey in her previous life.

No, it was symbolic characters, not Chinese characters. 

For some reason, unlike in her previous life, she could read it now. 

The title was “Introduction to Cultivation.” 

When she opened it, it described the basic practices for becoming an immortal. 

In summary, it said:

“Humans have a predetermined lifespan, and while misfortune may cause a short life, one cannot exceed that limit. 

However, only those with spiritual roots can train their mind and body to live longer than their given lifespan. 

With the increased lifespan, they can continue to practice until they reach the Dao and become immortals, achieving eternal life.”

Isn’t this exactly what the surveyor was talking about?

It was then that Seoran became convinced that the survey was the cause of being thrown into this strange world. 

She had always suspected it, but now she had concrete evidence. 

Seoran angrily flipped through the pages. 

But her anger quickly subsided.

Those who train to become immortals are called cultivators, and Seoran was captivated by the lives of the cultivators described in the book.

They trained their bodies to leap over rivers and uproot boulders to throw them. 

They amassed magical power, performed spells, and walked on clouds.

Even if mountains crumbled into pebbles, they would not age. 

Eventually, they would escape death forever. 

Everyone on this planet desired to live, yearning to make a mark. 

And that chance was now within her grasp.

Of course, it might be nonsense, but who knows? 

After all, there were people who filled out a survey and got reincarnated with their gender changed.

If reincarnation was possible, why not immortality? 

Suddenly, Seoran felt grateful for participating in the survey. 

The woman had looked so pitiful when she asked her to take it, and indeed, living kindly seemed to bring good fortune. 

Seoran pored over the book until the sun set.

********

To become an immortal, a cultivator had to go through several stages. 

From the lowest to the highest, they were the Qi Concentration Stage, Building Foundation Stage, the Core Formation Stage, Nascent Soul Stage and the Great Ascension Stage.

There were more stages above these, but the book noted that beginners didn’t need to know them. 

Naturally, the “Introduction to Cultivation” that Seoran received dealt with the Stage of Concentrating Qi.

According to the explanation, the Qi Concentration Stage was about training to create a body free of impurities, allowing the Qi of heaven and earth to flow smoothly in and out of the body.

Impurities hinder the flow of Qi, and since impurities accumulate naturally as one lives, the earlier one begins cultivation, the better.

However, if one starts too young, their spiritual roots might not yet be formed, making cultivation impossible. The age of ten was usually deemed appropriate.

Seoran nodded. 

Of course, that was why the book was given on the day she turned ten. 

But what if she didn’t have spiritual roots? 

Cultivators needed spiritual roots.

Well, she didn’t know what spiritual roots were, but surely she had them. 

When she turned the page, she found an explanation of spiritual roots.

Spiritual roots generally followed the five elements: fire, water, wood, metal, and earth. 

If one had a single element, it was a Single Spiritual Root; if two, it was Dual Spiritual Roots, and so on up to Five Spiritual Roots. 

Single Spiritual Roots were very rare and allowed for rapid cultivation.

So, Single Spiritual Roots were the best. 

Spiritual roots could be identified when one’s spiritual vision was opened, so a beginner had no way of identifying their own roots.

To find out, one could ask a higher-level cultivator or join a cultivation sect. 

Disappointed, Seoran quickly flipped through the pages.

The rest of the book contained methods for meditation, scriptures to clear the mind, a few simple martial arts techniques, and other tips for cultivation.

Seoran’s training began after that. 

To become an immortal, one had to refine both body and soul to transcend ordinary beings. 

So Seoran followed the book’s instructions to the letter.

“Seoran, what are you doing sitting there?”

“Taking a nap.”

“With that frown on your face?”

In reality, she was reciting scriptures and meditating.

“Seoran, are you in a good mood?” 

“Yes, that’s right.” 

“So, you were dancing?”

No, she was practicing martial arts.

Seoran continued her training, making up plausible excuses, though to others, it seemed eccentric. 

However, people’s perception of the same actions differed depending on who performed them.


As Seoran grew from eleven to twelve, thirteen, and fourteen, her beauty became more striking. 

From a young age, her looks had been famous in the village, and now her beauty was known throughout the region.

Recently, a young bride from a neighboring village had been so captivated by Seoran’s face that she walked into a tree. 

It was said that even other women couldn’t take their eyes off her.

No matter how odd Seoran’s actions seemed, everyone found them endearing. 

As long as she did her chores, no one interfered with her training.

Finally, after tirelessly reciting scriptures, meditating, and sweating through martial arts every day, Seoran saw results. 

She felt increasingly energetic, and her mind grew clearer.

The large water jug no longer felt heavy, and she didn’t catch a cold even in winter. 

She never forgot anything, and when she woke up, her mind was immediately sharp.

Seoran realized she had truly become a cultivator, feeling like she was ascending step by step toward immortality. 

The sense of achievement was overwhelming. 

Her heart filled with joy, and her face was always adorned with a smile. 

The fresh beauty of a young person smiling made Seoran even more captivating.

Seoran’s radiant smile captivated the hearts of the village boys, igniting a fierce competition for her affection.

One young man even went as far as to declare that he would leap into the river if he couldn’t win the hand of Ryu’s youngest daughter in marriage.

Seoran had finally reached the age where marriage was on the horizon. 

Families with eligible bachelors couldn’t help but send matchmakers, swayed by their children’s desperate pleas.

As a result, the Ryu household became a frequent destination for these persistent matchmakers. 

Mr. Ryu found himself in a state of constant worry and distress.

Marriage proposals poured in not only from the village but from the entire region, and as the head of the family, he had to decide. 

It was a heavy responsibility. Initially, he dismissed suitors with bad tempers, poor family reputations, or gambling habits.

Even after this, many remained. 

So, he chose young men who were kind, handsome, healthy, and diligent. 

Yet, there were still many left. 
Finally, he considered the power and history of their families to narrow down the candidates.

The first candidate was the eldest son of a nearby landowner. 

The family had so much land that some members had never set foot on others’ property.

The second candidate was the eldest son of a wealthy merchant in a nearby city, who virtually monopolized silk trade. 

The third candidate was the eldest son of a noble family in the same city, whose grandfather and father were officials, and who was rumoured to be up for a government position soon.

Mr. Ryu agonized over the decision, losing sleep over it. 

However, the conclusion was quickly reached. 

Ryu Seoran did not marry any of the three candidates.

There was only one reason: Yuna was defeated in a war against Yang. 

Having achieved a historic victory, Yang demanded hundreds of beautiful women as tribute. Faced with the humiliating choice of sending beauties or facing ruin, Yuna chose the former.

The Yang envoys scoured the land for beauties, and word of Seoran reached them.

When news spread that young women would be taken as tribute, parents did everything to protect their daughters. 

They shaved their heads and sent them to temples, temporarily making them nuns.

They hurriedly married off twelve-year-olds to make them ineligible. 

They hid them in secret places and built fake graves to pretend they were dead.

The love of parents for their children knew no bounds, leading to all kinds of creative efforts. 

For this moment, people of Yuna united across classes and regions.

And the results were similar. 

The precious daughters of officials were taken as tribute. 

Noble young ladies who had never lifted anything heavier than a flute were taken as tribute.

Dutiful daughters who supported their widowed mothers and siblings with their weaving were taken as tribute.

The procession of tribute women following the Yang envoys grew longer. 

Each step left behind households in ruins and families in tears.


Finally, the envoys reached the region where Mr. Ryu lived. 

Naturally, Mr. Ryu tried desperately to hide his daughter.

But with Seoran’s beauty known throughout the area, it was impossible to hide her no matter how hard he tried. 

Inevitably, Seoran, who had curled up and hidden in a large jar, was discovered and loaded onto a wagon.

Seoran was chosen as a tribute.



 
  
    Chapter 2: Initiation into a Monastic Order


In the carriage, there were ten individuals, with Seoran among them. 

Half of them were crying, while the others wore blank expressions. 

Seoran decided to recite scriptures to calm her mind. 

With each verse, she felt her thoughts becoming more focused.

Then, a girl sitting far away shouted. 

“Stop muttering, it’s driving me crazy!”

Feeling unjustly scolded, Seoran muttered to herself.

“Why should I?”

“What did you say?”

The girl jumped up and charged at her.

 In an instant, she grabbed Seoran’s hair.

Being a monk, Seoran wasn’t hurt by a bit of hair-pulling. 

However, the unexpected situation startled her, and she instinctively clenched her fist and struck the girl’s arm.

“Ow!”

The girl clutched her arm and sat down, crying the loudest of all. 

Now, there were six people crying.

The girl looked very young, at most thirteen years old. 

Feeling guilty, Seoran hesitantly asked. 

“Hey, are you hurt?”

Through her sobs, the girl cried out something unintelligible, but it was clear she was in pain.

 Asking had only made Seoran feel worse. 

To comfort the girl, she patted and rubbed her back. 

After a while, everyone seemed to have tired out, and the crying stopped. 

In the heavy silence, Seoran tried to think positively.

Well, she never wanted to get married to a man anyway. 

She decided to play along for now and escape later.

Then someone broke the silence. 

“What do you think they’ll make us do when we get there?”

After a brief silence, another woman responded.

“It’s obvious. They’ll use us as palace maids and throw us out when we’re no longer needed.”

The girl who had been crying earlier asked. 

“So if we can’t work, will they send us home?”

The woman frowned and snapped. 

“You’ll probably just get beaten for being lazy! We’ll be stuck as palace maids until we’re old and they throw us out!”

“Old? How old?”

“Well, maybe fifty?”

“Then I won’t be able to get married!”

The girl started crying again. 

Palace maids were considered the king’s women and had to remain single for life.

They worked like slaves and were given some grains and cloth before being sent out of the palace when they were too old to work. 

With no family, it was practically a death sentence.

A somber mood settled over the carriage. 

Yet, the wheels kept turning.

When they crossed the border, it was already spring.

The squad of messengers, who had been moving without rest, stopped near a mountain range.

Four days later, an order came for the palace maidens to line up.

Perplexed, the maidens hesitantly stepped down from the carriage.

In the distance, officials from the messenger squad were seen welcoming guests.

They even came forward politely, as if they would bow to the arrogant officials who stood in front of King of Yuna.

The old man who made the arrogant official, who even behaved arrogantly in front of King, straighten up his waist.

When Seoran listened carefully, everyone called the old man ‘Monk Wang’.

Monk Wang approached the maidens’ location without responding to the arrogant official’s bow, then suddenly smiled brightly when he looked in the direction where Seoran and her group were.

“You two, come here.” 

Wang pointed with his finger, indicating Seoran and the girl who had cried when she met Seoran before.

The two approached Wang, not knowing what to expect.

Wang first checked the girl’s pulse and asked. 

“What’s your name?”

The girl hesitated and then replied

“My name is Lageum.”

“Three-spiritual root, a good quality,” nodded Wang satisfactorily.

It was then that Seoran realized that Wang was an enlightened sage.

So, before Wang could speak, she promptly offered her wrist to be checked.

Wang checked Seoran’s pulse and smiled mischievously.

With a puzzled expression, Wang closed his eyes and concentrated on feeling the pulse.

Then he exclaimed. 

“One Spiritual Root!”

Startled by Wang’s intense reaction, an official approached him and asked. 

“Is there any problem, Monk Wang?”

The old man remained silent for a while before he said. 

“No, no, it’s nothing. I’ll take my leave now. I’ll take these two children with me. Will that be alright?”

“Of course, of course. Take them as you wish.”

“Good, this matter will be settled in due time.”

With that, Wang unrolled a talisman from his sleeve and waved it.

Suddenly, the surrounding landscape changed, leaving only Wang, Seoran, and Lageum.

Surprised, Seoran and Lageum looked around, and Wang said.

“Don’t be surprised. We crossed the barrier with magic.”

Lageum asked. 

“Are you perhaps one of the sages from the legends?”

“No, I’m just a practitioner striving to become a sage. And soon, you will be too. Come, let’s get on board.”


As soon as the makeshift boat on the ground was boarded, it soared into the sky.

Lageum, who was afraid of flying, hugged Seoran tightly at first.

But soon she realized it wasn’t dangerous and looked down at the ground.

“Alright, where should I start explaining?”

Wang, contemplating, began calmly explaining about the practices and teachings of the sage.

Stories of reincarnation, sages, practitioners, and spiritual energy flowed one after another from Wang’s lips.

Among them were things Seoran already knew and things she had never heard before.

Excited by the fact that she could become a practitioner, Lageum kept asking questions.

“Can practitioners ride on clouds? Then can I live for over a thousand years? What was that talisman I saw earlier? What do I need to do to become a practitioner?”

Despite Lageum’s barrage of questions, Wang answered kindly without showing any annoyance.

Seoran, who had been watching closely, also began to ask questions bit by bit, thinking it would be okay. 

Soon, she grasped the situation.

Monk Wang was a disciple of the Ojukmun Sect, and his level was at the Qi Concentration stage.

The Ojukmun Sect, which secretly ruled Yang, always sought to take in children with spiritual roots as disciples whenever they had the chance.

After winning the war and accepting palace maidens, they had sent out people to find anyone with spiritual roots.

“To think there would be two children with spiritual roots among hundreds of palace maidens. It’s truly a miraculous thing.” 

Wang murmured in disbelief.

The small boat cut through the clouds, picking up speed.

 Soon, they completely emerged from the clouds.

 In front of them appeared a mountain range that seemed to touch the sky.

 Grand pavilions, which seemed impossible for humans to have built, stood atop each peak. 

The sight of clouds flowing like rivers through the crevices of the mountains inspired awe.

Seoran and Lageum were overwhelmed and dazed by the majestic nature. 

The small boat approached one of the pavilions and stopped.

“Follow me,” said Monk Wang.

As a result, Lageum and Seoran entered the Ojukmun Sect.

On the first day, they listened to simple instructions and were sent to their quarters. 

On the second day, they received a book detailing the rules to follow within the sect and essential items, officially starting their initiation process.

From the third day, their training to become practitioners began.

Lageum was assigned to the introductory class, where the basics of training were taught. 

Seoran also started in the introductory class. 

However, having studied and trained from the age of ten, Seoran was already a competent Qi Concentration practitioner.

When asked by her instructor where she had learned, she replied that she had been taught by an old man who lived in her village. 

Thus, Seoran quickly moved on to the Qi Concentration training course.

Most practitioners possessed five-spiritual or four-spiritual roots.

The more talented ones with three-spiritual or two-spiritual roots were very rare.

A person with a one-spiritual root was so rare that the sect considered it lucky to find one every hundred years.

For this reason, the decision-makers in the Ojukmun Sect had high hopes for Seoran.

Like most cultivation sects, the Ojukmun Sect assigned tasks based on one’s level.

Decision-making was left to practitioners at the Core Formation stage. 

Practitioners at the Qi Concentration stage were in charge of administrative duties, external assignments, and elixir production.

Those at the Qi Concentration stage handled miscellaneous tasks.

Because cultivation sects generally distanced themselves from the secular world, they had to be self-sufficient with only their members. 

Therefore, every disciple had to complete their assigned tasks and train in their remaining time.

However, those with one-spiritual roots, who were seen as the future of the sect, were exceptions. 

The top priority of all cultivation sects was to produce practitioners at the Nascent Soul stage.

Consequently, all cultivation sects adopted an extreme resource allocation strategy of concentrated investment, meaning they would support the most promising candidates first. 

A person with one-spiritual roots was always a target of concentrated investment across all times and places.

Practitioners with a one-spirit root always receive special treatment. 


They are completely exempt from regular tasks, creating an optimal environment where they can focus solely on cultivation from the moment they wake up until they go to sleep.

Resources that aid in cultivation, such as spirit stones and elixirs, are also provided intensively.

For example, while Lageum cooks and does laundry, Seoran eats the food and wears the freshly laundered clothes to cultivate. 

While Lageum climbs mountains and crosses rivers to gather elixir ingredients, Seoran swallows the freshly made elixirs and continues her cultivation.

If you’re resentful, you should be born with a one-spiritual root.



 
  
    Chapter 3: Initiation into a Monastic Order – 2


The monastic sects operate in a highly closed manner.

They usually occupy entire mountain ranges filled with spiritual energy and settle there.

Then, they draw spiritual energy from the dragon veins to create a semi-permanent barrier that isolates the entire mountain range from the outside.

They cut ties with the secular world, live self-sufficiently, and dedicate their lives to cultivation.

However, there is one resource that they absolutely cannot self-supply: people.

Even cultivators get married.

Under certain conditions, it is even encouraged.

When men and women with similar spiritual roots practice the art of dual cultivation together, the harmony of yin and yang helps their cultivation.

It’s truly a case of killing two birds with one stone.

Moreover, even without the art of dual cultivation, cultivators, who have healthier bodies than ordinary people, often develop feelings of love as they sweat and train together every day.

Thus, the number of children born within the martial sects each year is never small.

However, just because a child is born to cultivators doesn’t mean they will definitely possess spiritual roots.

Imagine the disappointment after raising a beloved child to around ten years old only to find out that they lack spiritual roots.

It’s a sad but common occurrence.

Children who cannot become cultivators due to the lack of spiritual roots are sent to the secular world once they grow up.

They are typically adopted into the royal or noble families of the countries governed by the sect.

After all, tracing back their lineage, the royalty and nobility are also descendants of cultivators, so there’s little difference between a biological child and an adopted one.

Once adopted, they live a life of luxury and affluence in the secular world, although they merely survive miserably for a few decades.

Living as an ordinary person with less than a hundred years to live, being satisfied with gold, silver, and fine foods is truly pitiable.

This is why most martial sects govern at least one country.

In fact, the livelihood of descendants born as ordinary people is secondary.

The main reason is to secure as many potential disciples with spiritual roots as possible.

The Ojukmun Sect rules over Yang Nation.

Therefore, Yang Nation is essentially a garden solely for the Ojukmun Sect.

To fulfil their given roles, the king and officials of Yang Nation mobilize all national resources.

They work hard on irrigation and agricultural methods to ensure abundant harvests.

They store relief grains to prevent population decline in case of a bad year.

If man-eating beasts or bandits appear in any region, they send the army to eradicate them.

Simultaneously, they encourage high birth rates.

The monastic sect only needs to kill the monsters that ordinary people can’t handle.

Man-eating monsters are like natural disasters to ordinary people, but they are not very threatening to a monastic sect.

A country with a strong sect standing guard is not shaken by mere monsters.

As a result, the population increases naturally.

Increased population leads to more individuals with spiritual roots, thereby enhancing the sect’s power.

A strong sect ensures the nation’s peace.

A peaceful nation strengthens the sect.

This virtuous cycle proves that the right path is also the king’s path.

Samhwanmun Sect, which ruled over the neighboring Yuna Nation, failed to do this and was consequently destroyed.

Two Nascent Soul stage monks started an internal conflict over resources, each claiming to be the genius destined to ascend to Profound Immortal stage.

The fight that lasted nearly twenty years ended up burning away the sect’s future entirely.

One Nascent Soul stage monk died, and the other was left fatally wounded, a walking corpse.

Many Core Formation Stage and Building Foundation Stage monks also died, and the remaining survivors, who hated each other, couldn’t keep the sect functioning properly.

With the number of members halved, many duties were left unfulfilled.

The fact that they didn’t even know about a person with one-spiritual root was born in their own country until they turned fifteen is proof of Samhwanmun’s downfall.

And another’s misfortune is one’s happiness.

The King of Yang was not just a person who did the given tasks but had reached a level where he created tasks that didn’t exist.

When the balance of power between Samhwanmun and Ojukmun suddenly collapsed, he immediately mobilized the army and set out.

He crushed the Yuna army in the ensuing battle.

The victory was sweet, with the reward being the granary regions of eastern Yuna and abundant tribute.

He didn’t even care about the hundreds of tribute girls sent annually.

He hadn’t expected to receive a panacea because one of those tribute girls had one-spirit root.

******

Seoran’s day starts at dawn.

Upon waking up, the first thing she does is meditate to focus her mind.

Simultaneously, she recites a scripture that awakens the soul and elevates it to a higher stage.

This is a scripture she learned anew at Ojukmun Sect, and she heard that repeating all 128 characters continuously is what makes it effective.

Then she goes to the dining hall for breakfast.

It usually consists of mixed grain rice, vegetables, meat, and fish.

After a short rest until her stomach settles, she heads to the training grounds for group training.

Standing in rows and columns, she practices martial arts moves repeatedly under the instructor’s commands, along with other Building Foundation stage monks.

After shouting and eating dust under the scorching sun, everyone disperses when the time is up.

Now it’s time for everyone to handle their assigned duties.

Of course, Seoran is an exception.

She returns to her private quarters, bathes, and has some fruit for lunch.

Then she continues her training.

As a privilege of being a one-spiritual root monk, she hugs a large earthen spiritual stone, as big as a human head, and focuses her mind.

This is already a rare large spiritual stone, and it’s even more precious because it’s purely composed of earth spiritual energy.

A vast amount of earth spiritual energy emanates from the stone in her embrace.

Seoran, who possesses earth attribute one-spiritual root, is highly sensitive to the flow of earth spiritual energy.

This sensitivity is the reason why one-spiritual root monks have faster progress in their training.

Monks with multi-attribute spiritual roots can never match one-spirit root monks in their ability to handle spiritual energy.

The various attributes interfere with each other.

The purpose of Building Foundation stage training is to elevate the body and soul to a higher dimension than ordinary people.

The side effects of such training include strengthening of muscles and bones, improvement of the five senses, and immunity to diseases.

The body becomes refined, unmatched by anything in the world.

The mind becomes clear, like a still water reflecting one’s surroundings.

Clearing the body of impurities can wash away a hundred illnesses.

And by continually training to the point where the distinction between inside and outside vanishes in the flow of heaven and earth’s spiritual energy, one finally qualifies to master the spiritual energy and start the Building Foundation stage.

As Seoran headed to the dining hall for dinner, Lageum spotted her from afar and ran over.


“Why are you so late? I was starving to death!”

The two had never made any promises to eat together.

However, Lageum always arrived at the dining hall first and waited for Seoran.

Perhaps she felt lonely?

There were few people from Yuna in Ojukmun Sect and the only ones of the same age were Seoran and Lageum.

Feeling sorry for the twelve year old struggling away from home, Seoran always gave in.

“Sorry,” 

Seoran replied half-heartedly.

After receiving their meals and sitting across from each other at the end of the long table, Lageum immediately began to complain.

“My arms hurt so much from cleaning all day.”

If Seoran didn’t show some sympathy and comfort, Lageum would become even more annoying.

“Oh no, where did you have to clean?”

While transferring the beans from her own bowl to Seoran’s, Lageum answered.

“It was the medicine hall building. Seriously, what bad luck. Why am I always assigned to the medicine hall? The place is constantly covered in powder, and it gets dirty again right after you clean it. The smell of the medicine is awful too.”

She then snatched a quail egg that Seoran had peeled.

Seoran smiled kindly.

The other person is a child.

I am an adult.

The other person is a child.

I am an adult.

Repeating these two sentences in her mind, Seoran felt her anger subside.

It seemed the mental training she had done so far was paying off.

Lageum continued to chatter.

“And then there’s Sister Wu. Did she think I broke the dusting stick on purpose? Why did she have to shout at me for accidentally breaking a stick? Like she never made mistakes when she started? I was trying my best too.”

As she spoke, her eyebrows shot up, recalling the moment.

After calming down a bit, she continued.

“I think it’s all jealousy. When she bullies me, she always picks on my looks. Saying things like, ‘You look decent, but men might find you promiscuous.’ Or ‘Men will get tired of your face quickly.’ As if she isn’t the one who looks like a toad!”

Throughout the meal, Lageum alternated between chewing her food and badmouthing Sister Wu.

After dinner was free time.

They could play with friends or go to bed early.

However, most chose to train voluntarily.

Seoran also returned to her quarters to train.

Lageum, naturally, followed her.

Seeing Lageum lie down and start eating snacks as soon as they arrived, Seoran was taken aback.

Anyone would think this was her own home.

“Sister, don’t you get bored living here alone? It seems like it would be really boring.”

“Don’t you train in the evenings?”

Seoran hinted for her to leave, but it was no use.

“I was just going to leave after eating this. I’m spending time with you so you won’t be lonely. People need to talk and play with others. What’s the fun in training alone all the time?”

Seoran felt as if her ears were bleeding.

“Ugh, I have to work again tomorrow. How nice it would be if I had a single spiritual root like you, unni? Then I could play all day and eat snacks as much as I want. Unni, can you massage my calves?”

“If I massage your legs, will you leave?”

“Who said I wouldn’t? I’ll leave after I finish eating. Oh, I’m upset because you hurried me. I was going to tell you a secret only I know, but now I’ve changed my mind.”

Lageum turned away, closing her eyes in a sulk.

Seoran had no choice but to massage her legs and soothe her.

“Does that feel good?”

“Yeah, it’s nice when you do it, unni.”

After a while, Lageum seemed to cheer up and started talking again.

“I’m telling you this only because you’re special to me, but we’re going to have a friendly competition with another sect soon.”

“A friendly competition? With whom?”

“I don’t know? I didn’t catch the name, but apparently, it’s a contest where practitioners of the same level compete to determine the winner. Elder brother Jang secretly told me to prepare, and since I’m kind-hearted, I’m letting you know too. You can’t tell anyone else, okay?”

Surprised by the unexpected information, Seoran’s massage became gentler.


“Okay, I’ll keep it a secret from everyone. Thanks for telling me.”

Lageum shrugged her shoulders in satisfaction.

After that, she received the utmost care.

“I’m going now. If I stay out too late, I’ll get scolded. Dorm life is fine except for the curfew. Oh, and I can’t stand the smell of the feet of one of my roommates. Unni, my feet don’t smell, right?”

After sharing her secret and finishing her snacks, Lageum hurried back.
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What kind of competition would the practitioners of the cultivation have?

Initially, what one learns in the academy is all about meditation and martial arts. It was obvious to everyone that it would be a martial arts contest. 

So, the next day, Seoran went straight to find the martial arts instructor.

“Instructor, I’m curious about which martial art is the strongest.”

Since it was a friendly competition, it seemed unlikely they would fight with weapons, so she asked about martial arts.

“Ryu, you’ve only been here for a month, isn’t group training already overwhelming for you? Oh, you mentioned you trained in the secular world?”

Ryu Seoran was quite famous within the academy. 

It was rare to find someone who didn’t know her, as she was the first person in nearly three hundred years to possess the one-spirit root.

 Naturally, the story of her five years of solitary training since the age of ten was also well known.

“At such a young age, you must have wanted to play, but you are very diligent. It’s good to have a strong sense of improvement. So, are you looking for the strongest martial art?”

“Yes, if I’m going to train, I want to learn the best martial art.”

The martial arts instructor smiled gently and replied.

“You always seemed mature, but you have a childlike side too. Ryu, as long as it’s not nonsense, all martial arts have neither strengths nor weaknesses. There are only strong people and weak people.”

“Then it doesn’t matter which martial art I learn?”

“Of course, that’s not the case. While there is no superiority or inferiority, each martial art pursues different things. Strongly, softly, quickly, slowly, offensively, defensively. They resemble the individuality of the person who created them.”

Then he handed her a book. 

On the cover, it was written ‘Yeomyeom Yukwon’.

What kind of martial art has a name that sounds so soft and wavering?

Seeing Seoran’s doubtful expression, the martial arts instructor laughed.

“Just read it. Despite my appearance, I’ve been an instructor for over a hundred years since I achieved the ultimate level in martial arts. I can tell your aptitude at a glance.”

Who else but a monk would have such an impressive background? 

In the secular world, fifty years of experience earns you the title of master, but a hundred years?

Suddenly, trust welled up within her.

“Thank you, Instructor.”

Seoran thanked him and quickly took the book into her arms.

********

Yeomyeom Yukwon is a martial art that places extreme emphasis on defense.

However, this doesn’t mean that Yeomyeom Yukwon is a defensive martial art.

Typically, self-defense martial arts disdain fighting.

The best way to protect oneself is not to swing a fist and knock down the opponent.

From the perspective of self-defense, that is the least desirable method.

In self-defense, fighting is always the last resort.

The best approach is to avoid the fight altogether.

Actively avoiding dangerous places or situations and fleeing quickly when attacked is ideal.

One only fights when there is no way to escape danger.

In contrast, the purpose of Yeomyeom Yukwon is not mere self-defense.

Yeomyeom Yukwon is a martial art designed to defeat the enemy.

So, why does it emphasize defense rather than offense?

This is precisely the unique characteristic of Yeomyeom Yukwon.

The author of Yeomyeom Yukwon believed that the best way to defeat an opponent is through defense.

The author does not deny that initiating an attack is advantageous in a fight.

However, he believes that the commonly known benefits of attacking first are overrated.

The point is that initiating an attack does not guarantee victory.

An initial attack is most effective as a surprise.

There is nothing more fatal to an unprepared target.

If successful, it can kill the opponent; if it fails, it can still cause significant injury.

Up to this point, the author agrees.

However, the author argues that in situations where both sides are prepared, the effectiveness of the initial attack significantly decreases.

According to his assertion, the minor advantages of initiating an attack in a direct confrontation are as follows.

By attacking first, one can seize the initiative and bombard the opponent with attacks.

This forces the opponent to choose between continuing to defend and thus relinquishing control, or risking injury to counterattack.

Either choice results in a loss for the opponent.

If the opponent chooses to defend, continuous attacks can accumulate damage, which is advantageous.

If the opponent risks injury to counterattack and fails, the battle is essentially over.

Even if the counterattack succeeds, it doesn’t matter.

It is difficult for a counterattack to cause significant damage while the opponent is in a disadvantageous situation.

Of course, it is possible that the opponent is skilled enough to inflict a serious injury with a minor counterattack.

However, in that case, it is the fault of the person who underestimated the opponent, so it is an exception.

These are the advantages of attacking first, according to the author.

“Hmm?”

At this point, Seoran paused her reading.

She flipped through the pages to check if she had misunderstood the author’s argument.

However, Seoran’s excellent comprehension was not mistaken.

The author, while arguing that initiating an attack is overrated, listed all the benefits of attacking first immediately after.

It was a composition that directly contradicted the usual writing principle where evidence follows the claim to support it.

Or perhaps the author really believed that the benefits of attacking first were insignificant?

So he listed them at length as if to support his claim that attacking first offers little advantage?

Maybe he was crazy?

Seoran thought that no one would believe that attacking first was not beneficial after reading this.

She herself felt that attacking first seemed very advantageous.

With a doubtful heart, she continued reading.

Fortunately, what followed were the benefits of focusing on defense.

The main argument was that although theoretically it is advantageous to seize the initiative by attacking first, reality is different.

An ideal martial artist should always remain calm and be able to judge the pros and cons between themselves and the opponent.

However, humans are inherently imperfect, and practicing martial arts does not change that.

Moreover, attacking is harder than defending.

Attacking involves extending the limbs away from the body, the source of power, to strike the opponent.

Therefore, it inevitably consumes more stamina than defending, which involves keeping the limbs close to the body.

An attacker must choose between maintaining control at the cost of greater stamina consumption or conserving stamina by relinquishing control.


Contrary to ideal theory, in reality, the attacker faces a disadvantageous choice.

Unless a vital point is hit due to a failed defense, the stamina depletion in an attacker’s capabilities is relatively greater than the cumulative damage affecting the defender’s capabilities.

Therefore, the decrease in the defender’s capabilities is slower than that of the attacker, and this gap gradually widens.

If the attacker stops the offensive to conserve stamina, the defender, now with the stamina advantage, gains the upper hand.

Continuing the attack despite stamina loss has similar consequences.

A tired body loses focus, and the resulting distractions make the attacker anxious.

This anxiety over fatigue leads to more aggressive attacks in an attempt to quickly end the fight, causing even greater stamina depletion.

Eventually, the attacker’s mental state breaks down before the defender’s physical state, leading to mistakes.

At that moment, a counterattack can easily subdue the opponent.

The defender should focus on maintaining concentration until the opponent makes a mistake rather than hastily counterattacking.

With this advice, the preface of Yeomyeom Yukwon ended.

Seoran found herself convinced by the author.

Upon careful consideration, the argument seemed reasonable.

Isn’t this the ultimate invincible martial art?

Is the author of Yeomyeom Yukwon a martial arts god?

In Seoran’s mind, the author was already the greatest in the world.

Eager to begin learning Yeomyeom Yukwon, Seoran hurriedly turned the page and a small piece of paper fluttered out.

It contained an evaluation written by the martial arts master.

“Warning: The founder of Yeomyeom Yukwon died during a dojo challenge after the book was written. It is presumed he self-destructed under psychological pressure when the opponent showed no openings. Yeomyeom Yukwon is a highly refined martial art, but do not blindly believe the author’s claims.”

Seoran felt a bit disheartened.

Despite this, she decided to practice Yeomyeom Yukwon.

Although the illusion was shattered, the martial art itself seemed to suit her well.

She adjusted her training schedule immediately to prepare for the upcoming friendly competition.

Originally, Seoran divided her time equally between mental training and physical conditioning.

Balanced growth of the soul and body was necessary to enter the Accumation Stage.

Thus, the spiritual practitioners adjusted their training ratios according to the situation.

If one aspect was at a critical juncture or progressing slowly, they would devote more time to it.

Like Seoran, it was common to change the ratio for short-term results.

By focusing most of her day on Yeomyeom Yukwon training, Seoran quickly memorized the basic forms.

Now it was time to internalize the movements.

The book stated that the forms should be so ingrained that they could be executed without conscious thought during actual combat.

Seoran secluded herself in her hut, continuously practicing the entire sequence of movements without interruption.


After fifteen days, when every form was perfect, she began practicing them in reverse order.

The next step was to become proficient in using the appropriate movements and forms reflexively during sparring.

Thus, she exercised her special privilege as a Rising Star.

She sought out the martial arts master and requested a sparring tool, which was delivered the same day.

It was a training wooden dummy operated by magic.
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A monk who has one foot in the secular world and one foot in the spiritual world is still called a monk, but in reality, only those who reach the Foundation Establishment stage can be considered true monks.

This is because only by succeeding in the Foundation Establishment and accumulating spiritual power can one genuinely wield spells and handle magical artifacts.

Among the various spells learned at the Foundation Establishment stage, puppetry is one that enables inanimate objects to move as if they were alive.

In the basic stages, the owner must control the puppet directly, but with practice, the puppet can perform simple commands on its own.

As the puppeteer’s skill improves, the puppet can understand increasingly complex instructions, ultimately reaching a level where it can think independently like a living creature.

The wooden puppet that Seoran borrowed was the last work of a certain final-stage monk from the Ozuk clan.

He was so obsessed with puppetry that he neglected his other practices and failed to reach the Core Formation stage despite being an advanced monk.

As his five-hundred-year lifespan drew to a close, he began creating his final puppet.

Dedicated to puppetry for his entire life, he paid no heed to the approaching death.

While an ordinary person might see their skills decline due to aging, a monk is different.

The skills he honed, even as he abandoned his spiritual practices, finally blossomed as death neared.

The master craftsman created the wooden puppet and then died, a process that could truly be likened to giving birth.

It was a marvel.

If the end point of puppetry is to imbue lifeless objects with life, this creation fell just a few steps short of that goal.

The intricate circuits and smooth joints allowed the wooden puppet to move like a real person.

It could learn and even create new techniques after seeing them once during a martial arts match.

A puppet that could learn and understand things on its own—how was it any different from a living being?

The entire Ozuk clan was shocked.

And then they quickly calmed down.

The limitations were too clear.

The puppet could only learn and improve in martial arts.

While its martial prowess was formidable, it posed no threat to those at the Foundation Establishment stage.

Ultimately, even if used as a weapon, it could only subdue early-stage monks or ordinary people.

The technology to create a puppet so close to being a living creature was astonishing, but the creator died without leaving any instructions.

It was against human decency to dismantle a masterpiece out of greed, and it was clear there were measures in place to prevent reverse engineering.

Thus, this amazing technology was practically lost.

Additionally, treating it as a legacy was problematic since the creator had no heirs.

He was so engrossed in puppetry that he never married and left no will.

Despite having compiled a user manual, he left no other instructions.

Eventually, the wooden puppet and its user manual were absorbed into the Ozuk clan.

Rather than leaving such a valuable creation to gather dust in a warehouse, it was passed around and eventually ended up with the martial arts hall, where it was hoped it might be useful.

However, due to its horrendous energy consumption—devouring small spirit stones every time it was activated—it ended up sitting in a corner of the martial arts hall’s warehouse.

Although it was listed for rental, no one borrowed it for over ten years.

Exaggerating a bit, it’s like a chunk of salt dissolving in water when it comes to consuming energy stones.

Who would spend that many small energy stones just to spar with a mere wooden puppet?

That’s right, it was Ryu Seoran, the one with the one-spirit root.

Seoran, who thought energy stones were infinite just by submitting an application, didn’t know their value.

So, as soon as she received the wooden puppet, she read the manual and followed the instructions.

She opened the drawer on the back of the wooden puppet and inserted a small energy stone.

Now, all she had to do was wait for the puppet to wake up through a procedure that Seoran couldn’t understand.

The complex internal process of extracting energy from the stone, converting it into magic power, and activating the spell inevitably caused losses at every step.

This was the main reason why a mere wooden puppet consumed a small energy stone each time.

Once it started, Seoran shook the accompanying bell and recited the spell.

This made the wooden puppet recognize Seoran as its master.

To relinquish ownership, the spell must be recited backward.

“One-on-one martial arts sparring, gradually increasing in intensity.”

As Seoran gave the command and took her stance, the wooden puppet also took its stance.

Their stances were identical.

Left foot forward, weight on the back foot.

Centerline facing forward, both hands extended.

“Begin!”

At the signal, the wooden puppet approached with a large stride.

Seoran stepped back half a step to avoid the extended punch.

At the same time, she deflected the puppet’s arm with her forearm and stepped in to counterattack.

Thunk!

When her punch struck the puppet’s torso, the wooden joints made a crisp sound.

The puppet, having created some distance, took its stance again and attacked Seoran.

It approached once with a medium stride, then again with a large stride.

Another right punch, but not a distance she could evade by stepping back.

Seoran bent only her back leg, lowering her center of gravity.

The punch aimed squarely at her head grazed past.

From the low stance, she pushed off the ground with her back foot, shooting forward.

A high-difficulty move requiring balance and leg strength.

But she succeeded.

Both her fists struck the puppet’s solar plexus and groin simultaneously.

Thunk!

Feeling elated by her continued success, Seoran shouted.

“Don’t stop!”

The wooden puppet aimed an elbow at Seoran’s head from her low position.

Unyielding, Seoran stepped into the puppet’s guard.

Blocking the attack that hadn’t gained enough momentum with her shoulder, Seoran immediately pushed the puppet’s torso with both hands.

As the puppet staggered and was pushed back, Seoran’s front kick hit its neck.

Thunk!

The impact caused its upper body to bend backward, making the puppet lose its balance.

To steady herself, she extended her arm, exposing her centerline.

Seoran seized the opportunity and attacked the defenseless opponent.

Rapid, precise strikes poured down in an instant.

If the opponent had been human, these deadly blows would have decided the match.

But the opponent was a wooden puppet, which had no vital points.


The puppet recovered its stance and charged again as if nothing had happened.

They continued to exchange blows without pause.

Initially, Seoran was overwhelmingly dominant.

The wooden puppet was only able to counterattack with each strike, failing to land any meaningful hits.

However, the gap gradually narrowed.

The puppet grew stronger with each hit it took.

As the exchange of attacks continued, the puppet became faster, stronger, and more precise.

At some point, Seoran found herself at a disadvantage.

Counter followed counter, and then another counter, back and forth.

The difference in their abilities became meaningless, and deadly counterattacks were exchanged.

The first to lose focus would suffer a critical injury.

Seoran struggled to maintain her concentration.

But the mechanically operating puppet never made a mistake.

Eventually, Seoran was deceived by the puppet’s feint.

The hand flying towards her face was not an attack but a move to obscure her vision.

A roundhouse kick from her blind spot struck her side.

The powerful impact caused her muscles to seize and cut off her breath.

Without breath, she couldn’t exert her strength.

The puppet did not miss the moment when she struggled to breathe again.

A fist, as fast as lightning, struck her solar plexus.

“Ugh!”

The precise blow to her weak point expelled all the remaining air from her lungs.

The sudden suffocation made her vision blur.

Seoran desperately retreated, trying to catch her breath.

Not yet, I haven’t fallen yet.

The blow was severe but manageable.

Gritting her teeth, Seoran steeled her mind.

Her body, honed over years of training, faithfully followed her will.

In just two breaths, she overcame the pain, her heart pounding to circulate her blood.

The stance she had practiced every day for the past month held firm even through the pain.

Then her vision cleared.

The first thing she saw was a wooden fist.

It landed squarely on her face.

The sharp pain momentarily sapped her strength, making her lose her abdominal pressure.

Relaxed abdominal muscles could no longer protect her internal organs.

The puppet unleashed a flurry of blows to her now defenseless solar plexus.

The situation was completely reversed from earlier.

Seoran, lying flat on her back, looked up at the victor.

When the opponent fell, the wooden puppet stopped its attack.

It looked down at the defeated without breaking its posture, as if asking if they wanted to try again.

“Why is your face like that, sister!? Who did this to you?!”

Having lost completely to the wooden puppet and entering the dining hall, Seoran saw Lageum running towards her in shock.

Seoran was a mess for anyone to see.

She had bruises around her eyes and a cut inside her mouth.

Thankfully, her nosebleed had stopped quickly.

The punches from the wooden puppet were truly harsh.

Although hidden by her clothes, there wasn’t a single unbruised spot on her body.

If she hadn’t been a monk, she would have been beaten to death; such was the power of the puppet’s attacks.

“Don’t just keep your mouth shut, say something! Who hit you?!”

Receiving no answer, Lageum screamed in frustration.

The sharp scream from the young child drew the attention of everyone around.

Embarrassed, Seoran pushed Lageum inside the dining hall.

“You fought with a wooden puppet for martial arts training? I was worried thinking someone had beaten you up.”

When Seoran explained the situation, Lageum looked at her in disbelief.

“Still, I’m not someone who gets beaten up just anywhere.”

“What do you mean, you just said you got beaten by the wooden puppet.”

“But I hit it more than it hit me!”

Seoran tried to defend herself, but it was no use.

“So what? Did you win by hitting it more? Clearly, you got thoroughly beaten.”

At a loss for words, Seoran fell silent.

“A wooden puppet, isn’t that the one? The thing with joints in its limbs that rattles when you shake it. How can a person lose to a piece of wood?”

No matter what Lageum said, Seoran did not respond.

She knew that reacting would only make Lageum tease her more.

After quietly finishing her meal and as she was leaving, Lageum called out to Seoran.

“Oh, by the way, Monk Wang is looking for you and me. Let’s go together after group training tomorrow. We’ll have lunch together too.”

Why is Monk Wang looking for us?

What could be the reason?

Puzzled, Seoran nodded.

“Got it, thanks for letting me know.”


After hearing Seoran’s response, Lageum suddenly slapped Seoran on the butt.

“I thought you had turned mute from all the beating! If that piece of wood bothers you again, call me. I’ll take care of it.”

With that, she walked away, punching the air.

Seoran felt so wronged that she almost cried.

“Seriously, that puppet is really strong.”
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Before becoming a monk, Wang was a destitute man.

In the city, his father worked as a day laborer, and his mother wove fabric for a living.

Though they were poor, they were a fairly harmonious family.

However, a prolonged drought drove the family to the brink of death.

Thanks to the stockpiled relief grain, the city avoided starvation for the time being, but as the years passed without the drought ending, the granaries began to run dry.

Everyone clutched their hungry bellies, trembling with anxiety.

And hardship began to prey on the weakest in the city.

Death, rising from the bottom, was about to engulf Monk Wang’s family when a hand of salvation reached out.

A monk, wandering the city in search of children with spiritual talent, found Wang.

At that time, he was eleven years old and possessed a high spiritual aptitude.

That single fact saved his family from the brink of starvation.

Monk Wang left home, ostensibly as the adopted son of a childless merchant.

His remaining family started a small shop with the wealth provided by the monk’s order and managed to live respectably.

Thus, Wang became a monk.

He never forgot the grace the monk’s order had shown him.

From the moment his entire family was saved, the monk’s order was something Monk Wang was willing to dedicate his life to.

Since becoming a monk, Monk Wang, now over 180 years old, had lived solely to contribute to the monk’s order.

As a low-ranking monk, he had not enjoyed even small pleasures, dedicating himself to training.

He believed it was the only way he could contribute to the sect with his limited talent.

Ultimately, Monk Wang succeeded in advancing to a higher spiritual level at the age of 95.

As a senior monk, his chosen mission was, of course, recruiting new disciples.

He spent his life wandering across the entire Yang Kingdom, searching for children with spiritual talent.

He lived for decades rejecting walls and roofs, embracing the cold dew.

He neither nurtured love nor shared friendship, driven solely by his desire to benefit the sect.

It was for this reason that he walked among the captive princesses from the Yuna Kingdom, hoping to find a child with spiritual talent.

That was where he met Ryu Seoran.

The moment he checked Seoran’s pulse, the thrill he felt was still vividly etched in Monk Wang’s mind.

The monk’s order had not found a child with such a high spiritual aptitude for a long time.

Children with this level of talent were the pillars supporting the sect.

The leadership had spent countless sleepless nights worrying that the sect’s glory days might be over if things continued as they were.

Ryu Seoran was the first child with such high spiritual aptitude found in nearly 300 years.

The leadership bestowed immense rewards upon Monk Wang.

However, more than any precious elixir or large spiritual stone, what truly delighted Monk Wang was the sight of the senior monks smiling with relief and happiness.

When Monk Wang returned to his quarters and was finally alone, he cried tears of joy like a child.

He felt that he had finally repaid the sect that he had dedicated his entire life to despite his lack of talent.

The old man’s sobs did not cease for a long time.

******

After the group training ended, Seoran and Lageum, covered in dust, went to Monk Wang’s office.

“Ah, you’re here. Have a seat.”

Monk Wang kindly offered them seats.

He then personally brought out tea and snacks.

Seoran and Lageum felt a bit awkward.

It was their first reunion since their first day at the monk’s order.

Additionally, it was difficult to interact with someone much older.

“Is there anything you’re having trouble adjusting to?”

“No, everyone has been very kind.”

Seoran answered on behalf of both of them.

Monk Wang nodded in satisfaction.

“That’s good to hear. The reason I called you both today is to help you settle your remaining ties to the secular world.”

Lageum’s expression darkened slightly at the mention of the secular world.

Monk Wang continued his explanation.

“Since Monk Ryu and Monk Yi are not originally from the Yang Kingdom, it was a bit complicated, but most of it has been sorted out. I will now explain what your future as mortals will be.”

After taking a sip of tea, Monk Wang looked at Lageum.

“Mortal Lageum will be adopted as the daughter of a wealthy landowner.

The landowner, who had many sons but no daughters, cherished his one daughter very much. He cherished her so much that he sent several carts full of gifts to thank her biological parents living in another country.

Raised with love, Lageum marries a promising young official and lives a long, happy life. She dies peacefully at the age of ninety, surrounded by many children and grandchildren.”

Lageum looked bewildered.

“Mortal Ryu Seoran will live a similar life and eventually pass away. This is how it will be known in the secular world.

This way, your families will no longer be anxious about the fate of their daughters who were taken as concubines. The enormous wealth they received will prove that their daughters’ lives have been prosperous.

Likewise, Monk Ryu and Monk Yi can focus more on their training without worrying about whether their families might starve.”

This meant that their families left in the secular world would be taken care of.

Understanding this, Seoran and Lageum’s expressions brightened.

In fact, Seoran and Lageum sometimes had nightmares.

Usually, the main theme was their families falling ill out of grief after they were taken away.

“We plan to send the gifts before the end of spring, so write letters to your families by then. We will review them, and if there are no issues, we will send them immediately.”

Seoran and Lageum bowed several times and left the office.

Lageum was so excited that she couldn’t contain herself.

She chattered incessantly and bounced around.

Seoran felt just as good, so she didn’t bother to stop her.

The two of them flew towards Seoran’s hut.

“Oh, what should I write in the letter? What about you, unni? I shouldn’t write about becoming a monk, right?”

Lageum asked as she rolled around. 

She seemed determined to clean the entire floor with her clothes.

“Of course not, he said they’d be reviewed.”

“Oh, right. Then can I write a bit about you? I can just say we became friends. Unni, can I introduce you to my dad and mom?”

Seoran answered while taking out some fruit.

“Sure.”

“Yay!”

Happy to get permission, Lageum rolled around even faster. 


The two chatted while eating fruit.

 Then suddenly, Lageum sprang up and shouted.

“Oh, right! Unni, show me the wooden puppet.”

Seoran, in a good mood, readily agreed.

“Alright, follow me.”

A little later, Lageum marveled at the wooden puppet.

“Wow, it looks really dumb.”

It was true.

 The joints of the wooden puppet were incredibly intricate.

 The fingers and toes moved like those of a real person, and the same went for the arm and leg joints. 

But aside from the joints, it looked hastily made. The body parts connected by the joints were just logs.

The bark had been shaved off and the surface polished smooth. 

Even the face drawn on the head looked like a child’s doodle.

In fact, a certain decision-making monk who was acquainted with the deceased wondered if his friend had loved joints more than puppetry itself when he saw the wooden puppet.

Lageum knocked on the puppet’s abdomen.

“How do you make this move?”

“You just put a small spirit stone in the drawer on its back.”

“A small spirit stone?!”

Lageum exclaimed, amazed at the unbelievable cost efficiency.

“Wow, that’s too much. Some people get one every half month, but someone uses it every time they spar with a wooden puppet?”

Feeling wronged, Lageum started hitting the puppet’s chest.

“Unni, you better not slack off and train hard. You need to become a Huashin monk quickly and repay the people in the sect who’ve supported you.”

To ascend from the earthly world to the heavenly realm, reaching the  Profound Immortal stage is necessary.

Only the barrier set up by a Profound Immortal monk can withstand the pressure of ascension.

Moreover, if they push themselves a little when setting up the barrier, they can cover the entire sect and ascend together.

 If the ascension is successful, the monk reaches the celestial realm.

 The celestial realm is incomparably more abundant in spiritual energy than the earthly world.

As a result, even ordinary people without a spirit root have twice the lifespan compared to those on the earthly realm.

This doubled lifespan and the abundant spiritual energy provide monks with significant advantages in advancing their cultivation levels.

On average, it takes over a hundred years for a five-spirit root cultivator to reach the Qi Condensation stage.

A Foundation Establishment monk’s lifespan is about 125 years.

If they enter the path of cultivation a little late or slack off in their training, they are quickly overtaken by their lifespan.

However, in the celestial realm, they almost certainly reach the Qi Condensation stage.

The dense spiritual energy accelerates cultivation, and the doubled lifespan ensures that even the dullest individual can reach the next stage.

If they are not killed and persistently continue their cultivation, even a five-spirit root cultivator has a chance of becoming an immortal.

This is why all monastic sects invest heavily in those with one-spirit roots.

If just one person reaches the  Profound Immortal stage, everyone can ascend to the celestial realm.

Even monks who have no chance of becoming immortals on the earthly realm devote themselves to the possibility of sect-wide ascension.

The role of one-spirit root cultivators like Seoran is singular.

They must absorb the sacrifices of the untalented and quickly advance to the  Profound Immortal stage.


Once they achieve this, they can repay all the support they’ve received through sect-wide ascension.

Ultimately, paying it back makes everything perfect.

“Come to think of it, you have to pay all this back, right? Unni, you’re like a complete debtor. If it’s too much pressure, you can pay me back in advance.”

Lageum teased, poking Seoran in the side with her finger.





 
  
    Chapter 7: Initiation into a Monastic Order – 6


Seoran has a fairly strong sense of competitiveness.

This was true even when she was a man.

One day in her past life, she went to the movies alone.

With a little time left, she went into the arcade in the same building.

While pondering what game to play to pass the time, she discovered something.

It was a claw machine.

She especially wanted a mole doll the size of a fist.

She immediately inserted money.

Teasingly, as if it would be caught, he raised it and then, snap.

Before she knew it, the reserved movie was postponed.

Eventually, when the money spent exceeded 100,000 won, an arcade employee just gave him the mole doll.

She received the doll but was not happy.

She couldn’t even watch the movie and on the bus ride home, she held the doll tightly, pondering herdefeat.

And the next day, she ran back to the arcade.

She stayed up all night watching YouTube videos for claw machine tips.

After fierce competition, she got a second mole doll.

There was an additional expenditure of about 200,000 won, but she won anyway.

It seems she was born as a personification of competitiveness.

Since reincarnation, peaceful days continued, so there was no opportunity to show her competitiveness.

But yesterday’s defeat ignited something.

This means Seoran too will become a beast.

So, after Lagem left to clean the guild, he immediately put a sapphire on the wooden doll’s back.

She wanted to knock down that wooden doll as soon as possible.

She planned to fight every day until she won.

Thus began the endless competition between Seoran and the wooden doll.

Four days later, Seoran pondered with swollen eyes while applying medicine.

She felt a sense of crisis that she might never win in her lifetime by doing this.

Although real combat is considered the best practice, she wondered if blindly fighting back was a bit ignorant.

Yeomyeom Yukwon’s proficiency had already solidified.

As there was no progress in martial arts, she lost powerlessly every time.

It seemed more promising to develop physical abilities.

Yeah, people should use their heads.

Seoran immediately revised her plan.

And she recalled the exercise video she saw in her previous life.

“Ladies and gentlemen, you must exercise properly.

Balanced nutrition, regular exercise with adequate rest is the secret to maintaining health.

Trying to push too hard in a short period of time will only ruin your body and health.

In fact, getting help from professionals is the most convenient way.

If you found the video helpful, please like, comment, subscribe, and turn on notifications.”

As a YouTuber with a million subscribers, it was a truly informative video.

Why didn’t he press the like button back then?

Seoran immediately went to see a martial arts teacher and asked for advice.

Training people is the joy of life, and the martial arts instructor gladly helped.

She assigned one of the skilled instructors to Seoran.

The separately prepared medicine was also a gift.

The next day, the horse instructor came to Seoran’s hut.

From her appearance, the horse instructor was extraordinary.

She was wrapped in massive muscles that covered her entire body.

The robust smile above her thick neck seemed to show the relaxation of the strong.

“Are you Seoran, the apprentice? Nice to meet you, just call me the horse instructor!”

With that hearty introduction, the training began.

The horse instructor first checked Seoran’s proficiency in the Yumyeongyugwon she had practiced.

She was impressed by the posture and movements that were so perfect it was hard to believe she had learned them alone.

Then, they moved straight into physical training.

“The most important thing for a martial artist is undoubtedly stamina and strength!”

The horse instructor was a master of the Ojukmun Vision physical training method.

The command she received was to fully develop Seoran’s potential to the limit.

She had already promised unlimited support.

They started with gymnastics.

They moved their body slowly to loosen the stiff muscles and prevent injuries.

Once they got used to it, they were told to perform the movements even more slowly.

Then came the log jumps.

Seoran, who was stronger than most adult men, found the log jumps easy.

But when she strapped sandbags all over her body and jumped onto the log, her arms trembled.

At the moment when Seoran reached her limit, the horse instructor watching her said,

“Now, that’s enough! Let’s move on to the next exercise.”

After placing a thick log the height of a person’s waist in the yard, she said,

“I’ll show you a demonstration first.”

The horse instructor leaped from a standstill and jumped over the log.

Then she turned around and jumped over it again.

It was a type of stationary jumping training.

“How about that, easy right? Just be careful to land on the log when you jump over.”

Seoran gritted her teeth and jumped.

After watching her for a while, the horse instructor stopped Seoran.

This time, she demanded that Seoran jump over the log from side to side.

After finishing the concluding gymnastics, drenched in sweat, Seoran finally felt relieved.

“Seoran, don’t forget to take your medicine. You need to relieve accumulated fatigue and promote recovery. Rest well and see you again tomorrow.”

The horse instructor flew away using her flying technique.

And as promised, she came every day.


The horse instructor systematically increased the training intensity, despite her appearance.

With the help of the expert horse instructor in this direction, Seoran became significantly stronger.

As she got used to the log jumps, she was asked to jump onto the log using only her arms.

As Seoran’s physical abilities increased, the height of the log was gradually raised, and sandbags were replaced with metal weights.

People training is the hallmark of life.

The martial arts instructor willingly helped.

One expert in archery was assigned exclusively to Seoran.

He even prepared medicine separately.

The next day, Master Ma visited Seoran’s hut.

From his appearance alone, Master Ma was extraordinary.

His massive physique was adorned with flawless muscles.

His hearty smile, broader than his head, seemed to show the composure of a strong person.

“You must be Seoran, right? Nice to meet you. Just call me Master Ma!”

With that hearty introduction, the training began.

Master Ma first checked Seoran’s proficiency in the practiced martial arts.

He admired the completeness of Seoran’s posture and movements, almost unbelievable for someone who had learned alone.

Then they immediately moved on to physical training.

“For a martial artist, the most important thing is undoubtedly stamina and strength!”

Master Ma was a master of the ancient art of physical training.

His directive was to fully unleash Seoran’s physical potential.

Already, unlimited support had been promised.

It started with gymnastics.

Moving the body slowly to loosen stiff muscles and prevent injuries was deemed worthwhile.

Once familiar, training involved slower movements to further refine skills.

Then came the log jumps.

Seoran, stronger than most adult men, found the log jumps relatively easy.

However, when she added sandbags to her body and jumped onto the log, her arms trembled.

The moment Seoran reached her limit, Master Ma who had been observing spoke up.

“Alright, that’s enough! Let’s move on to the next exercise.”

He placed a thick log at waist height in the yard and said, “Let me demonstrate first.”

Master Ma leaped from a standstill and jumped over the log.

Then he turned around and jumped over it again.

It was a form of stationary jumping exercise.

“How about that, easy, right? Just focus on landing your feet on the log when jumping.”

Seoran gritted her teeth and jumped.

After observing her for a while, Master Ma stopped her and demanded lateral jumps this time.

Sweaty and exhausted, Seoran finally relaxed after finishing her gymnastic exercises.

“Seoran, don’t forget to take your medicine. It helps relieve fatigue and promotes recovery. Rest well, and see you again tomorrow.”

Master Ma flew away on his flight technique.

True to his promise, he visited every day.

Despite his appearance, Master Ma systematically increased the intensity of the training.

He pushed Seoran to the point where her recovery capabilities were tested.

With the help of Master Ma, an expert in this field, Seoran made rapid progress.

As she grew accustomed to the log jumps, she was asked to leap onto the log using her arms.

As Seoran’s physical abilities increased, the log’s height was gradually raised, and sandbags were replaced with metal weights.

Stationary jumping training also intensified.

Seoran’s training continued to intensify.

She eventually became capable of jumping over a log as tall as a person’s height while wearing heavy full-body armor.

Swimming was somewhat manageable for the purpose of increasing stamina.

Seoran had learned swimming for quite a long time in her previous life.

Of course, it became meaningless as her proficiency quickly increased.

Countless other training regimens that Seoran had never even considered possible with a human body awaited her.

During her focus on physical enhancement, several months passed.

It was an exercise regimen that would have made a criminal or a Taoist a beggar long ago.

However, only Iyoung’s pill and the tangyak mugwort were the exceptions.

The summer had ended before the cicada that woke up from a long sleep with his wail had a chance to reach him.

The autumn of the Ojukmun was filled with red leaves, and the white winter was over.

When spring came, Seoran’s body was finally completed.

She threw off the heavy full-body armor she had been wearing.

Because the material was a special metal, it was heavier than imagined.

Balanced muscles shone through her sweat-soaked clothes.

“The pinnacle of beauty!”

Master Ma was mesmerized looking at his work.

Seoran’s body was not only sleek on the outside but also had the strength to lift rocks.

Moreover, it possessed the flexibility to perform any movement and the durability of steel.

The talent bestowed by heaven, the effort to carve mountains, the countless geniuses who had developed training methods through trial and error over generations, and the exhaustion of the pill were all involved.

Indeed, there was no difference between the limit that a human could achieve and that of the complete physique.

What would happen if legal power were to be infused into such a perfect body?

Master Ma shivered with joy at the pleasant imagination.

“Now focus on mental cultivation. It’s enough to manage the body without melting it.”

Seoran was currently in a state where her mind’s training had not yet reached harmony.

The mind had reached the middle point, but the body had already reached the destination.

Now was the time to focus on mental cultivation.

“Well then, I’ll be off. Keep striving, Master Ma.”

Master Ma left for his report.

Now Seoran had turned sixteen.

It was a sound like a bright green leaf sprouting on an ugly branch.

Emotionally changed by the spring breeze, Seoran closed her eyes and looked back on the past year.

How did I get here by accident?

I started martial arts training because of some kind of friendly competition and started physical training after losing to a wooden doll?

After all, when I woke up, I realized that I had worked hard for sports rather than friendly competitions and wooden dolls.

Come to think of it, the friendly competition was a false rumor, wasn’t it?

I remember in the fall, Lageum came and told me.

She ran over and screamed that it was breaking news.

It was Lageum’s shout from the distance that woke Seolan up from her reverie.

“Unni, breaking news, we’re having a friendly tournament with the other monastic sects in the summer! This time it’s for real, and there’s an official letter!”

“What did you say!?”

Seoran heard about the friendly competition information from Lageum.

Lageum heard it from Jang Sahyung.

Then who did Jang Sahyung hear it from?

The answer is ‘from his mother.’

The informant, Jang Sahyung, or Jang Okgi, was originally born not in the secular world but within Ojukmun.

At the age of ten, he was confirmed as a third-degree practitioner and continued his practice steadily.

Now in his sixth year as a practitioner, he is the same age as Seoran in terms of age, and three years older than Lageum.

Jang Okgi’s parents are both martial arts instructors.

Last spring, Jang Okgi’s mother called her child and admonished him.

“Ok-gi, there is a friendly competition scheduled for next summer involving various factions participating. It will judge the achievements of the combat practitioners. It’s meant to encourage more improvement, so do not casually leak this information.”

Jang Okgi’s mother was a negotiator.

It was information given in hopes that her son, who was currently practicing dryly, would wake up.

Although it is technically confidential, permission was sought from the superior.

The answer was from a truly capable son, Jang Okgi.

“Yes, Mother!”

And he immediately ran to Lageum and chatted enthusiastically.

“Hey sister, do you know this news?”

Seeing Lageum’s curious expression, the secret spilled out smoothly.

In a moment, the good son became a disobedient one.

This is why gossip is terrifying.

“Soon there will be a friendly competition with other martial factions. They will compete among combat practitioners to determine the winner. Since it’s a secret, don’t tell anyone else and let’s quietly prepare.”

During the transmission of the message, the information was distorted.

Even the most important timing of the event changed from ‘next summer’ to ‘soon’.

This was because the speaker was in a state of mental instability due to the appearance of the listener.

“Should I keep this secret from my friends too?”

Thinking of Seoran, Lageum cautiously asked.

In his exasperated gesture, Jang Okgi, whose soul had further left his body, shouted boldly.

“That should be fine! Let’s prepare with our friends in good harmony!”

“Thank you, Jang Sahyung!”

Lageum thanked him with a bright smile.

Already a serious case, the superior syndrome became even more serious.

Jang Okgi returned home, grateful to his parents who gave birth to him.

Lageum only told this information to her friends.

The first was her closest sister, Seoran.

Then she diligently spread the news to the rest of her friends.

The reason she had to move diligently was simple.

Lageum had many friends.

A beautiful appearance, a mischievous smile, and an approachable attitude are no less than the best weapons in human relations.

Most children wanted to be friends with Lageum.

On the day she joined the faction, Lageum gained a friend as soon as she arrived at her lodging.

The next day, more friends came as her new friend introduced her acquaintances.

And she fully transformed the new friendships into close ones.

This pattern repeated itself in a chain reaction.

It was last spring, a month after her initiation.

Lageum’s circle of friends had already significantly increased.

Seoran, who was three years older, was the only friend for Lageum to reflect on.

Eating meals with Lageum every day was a much greater privilege than she had imagined.

Eventually, the information spread infinitely.

“This is supposed to be a secret…”

Most of the girls of her age living in the same building heard the secret that night.

Because they were friends.

“There will be a friendly competition soon…”

The next day, many combat practitioners working near the herbalist’s quarter learned about it.

Also because they were friends.

“Jang Sahyung told me alone…”

After a few days, the information Jang Sahyung shared was so widely spread that it could hardly be called a secret anymore.

Lageum kept a promise with Jang Sahyung.

Because she really only told her friends.

It was just that she had too many friends.

It was an unexpected event for Okgi, Okgi’s mother, and Okgi’s mother’s superior.

The distorted rumor spread, and summer arrived.

But the friendly competition that was supposed to be held soon had no news yet.

The young practitioners, who had been whispering among themselves, came to a conclusion around autumn.

Was it just Jang Okgi boasting to attract Lageum’s attention?

In the end, the rumor that had stirred the young practitioners’ hearts faded away, leaving behind another rumor: “Jang Okgi likes Lageum.”


And the next year, everyone was surprised.

Because suddenly, the preliminary rounds to select participants for the friendly competition were announced.

They all thought it was a lie made up by Jang Okgi, but it turned out not to be?

It was spring.





 
  
    Chapter 8: Friendly Competition


The area in front of the bulletin board was bustling with martial arts trainees.

Standing on tiptoe, she could barely see the official notice.

Seoran skimmed through the content with an eagle’s eye.

Leaving out all the fancy rhetoric, it was summarized as follows:

An informal friendly competition between martial arts schools is being held.

A total of four martial arts schools, including Ojukmun, will participate.

Each school will select ten trainees to compete in martial arts.

The event will take place ten days later at the border area.

The preliminary selection for Ojukmun representatives will be in three days.

Basic physical abilities such as strength, agility, and endurance will be considered as selection criteria.

The first ten trainees to complete rock climbing, obstacle running, and swimming in succession will be selected as representatives.

The selected representatives will undergo joint training until the competition.

Registration will be handled at the Office of Affairs.’

Lageum, half-buried in the crowd due to her short height, asked.

“Sister, what does it say on the bulletin board? How are they selecting the representatives?”

“Rock climbing, obstacle running, and swimming in succession, and the first ten to finish will be selected.”

“Wow, that sounds really tough. No matter how much I think about it, I don’t think I can participate. Are you going to participate, sister?”

“Yes, I plan to. I’ll go to the Office of Affairs for a moment to register.”

“Okay. Take care, sister.”

Seoran immediately entered the Office of Affairs behind the bulletin board.

A long line had already formed in front of the registration desk.

No one in line looked easy to beat.

Feeling a pleasant tension, Seoran stood at the very end of the line.

Thanks to the news of the competition, Ojukmun was more lively than usual.

Everyone was excited about the rare large-scale event.

The most enthusiastic group was, of course, the preliminary participants.

The trainees, who were always proud of their skills, couldn’t sleep from the anticipation.

Although they didn’t show it outwardly, they were all busy honing their skills until the last moment.

The next most numerous group was the spectators.

Life as a monk in the mountains is always the same.

Politely put, it’s a tranquil escape from the secular world, but honestly, it’s really boring.

The most exciting thing was bathing with friends on holidays.

The extraordinary event thrown into these tedious days excited everyone.

Moreover, it was a competition of superhumans who had surpassed human limits.

It was arguably the best entertainment in the world.

This rain-like entertainment in a drought drove people crazy.

So whenever more than two people gathered, the topic always came up.

“No matter how you think about it, Elder Brother Im will be first.”

“Right, he’s the most likely candidate.”

“Then the real question is who will be second.”

“This is just my guess, but I think Sister Ho will definitely be in the top five.”

“Hmm, that’s reasonable.”

“And Elder Brother Song will pass easily too.”

“No, honestly, Elder Brother Song is a bit of a stretch.”

“What do you mean by that! What’s so lacking about our Elder Brother Song!”

“Hey, why are you getting mad? Elder Brother Song is great, but isn’t his lower body a bit weak?”

“It’s your perception that’s weak!”

“What did you say!? There’s nothing more important in martial arts than the lower body! You don’t know anything!”

“Did you say everything you wanted?!”

Debate halls, whether in the East or West, can turn into chaotic markets in an instant.

Everyone raised their voices for the ones they were cheering for.

Now, such arguments could be heard everywhere in Ojukmun.

Usually, at this point, it’s common for people to settle disputes with a round of physical combat.

But if disciples fought privately, they’d both end up in the punishment room.

The conflict of opinions ran parallel.

And then a hero appeared in this chaos.

“Then why don’t we make a bet to see who’s right?”

Jang Okgi, an extraordinary figure who appeared like a white knight on a battlefield, mediated between the people.

Ojukmun periodically distributed spirit stones to its disciples.

They could use them immediately for training or save them to exchange for legal instruments or elixirs owned by the sect.

No monk refused spirit stones, so they were also used in personal transactions, functioning as a kind of alternative currency.

Jang Okgi suggested that everyone bet their spirit stones, and whoever guessed the finalists correctly would take the spirit stones of the others proportionally.

Except for betting on people instead of horses, it was a typical gamble.

By the way, Jang Okgi had never been out in the secular world, so he didn’t even know what horse racing was.

His talent was so remarkable that he could create something out of nothing, a true genius.

Eventually, a gambling scene unfolded.

Jang Okgi, who enjoyed everything except training, volunteered as the unpaid mediator.

In no time, the player list and betting odds were posted on the wall.

The scattered arguments disappeared instantly.

If opinions differed, there was no need for a long debate; just bet your spirit stones.

The results would show who was right.

Warriors fight with swords, not tongues.

The path a warrior pursues is one of self-proof, staking their lives.

In that sense, there were no cowards in Ojukmun.

Everyone tossed their spirit stones like they were nothing.

With spirit stones, one could accelerate their training.

For monks whose lifespan increased with their martial rank, spirit stones were as precious as life itself.

They were betting their lives on this gamble.

Moreover, most didn’t bet just a little.


Most believed the number of spirit stones they bet was directly proportional to their belief.

Quite a few martial arts trainees staked their entire fortunes.

How firm must their belief in others be to stake their entire fortune without hesitation?

Lageum pondered as she saw her friend, who clutched her numbered token with a manic gleam in her eyes.

Her heavy breathing didn’t seem normal at all.

Only two people were keeping their composure.

Jang Okgi, with a gleam in his eyes, came over and asked, “Aren’t you betting, Little Sister Lageum?”

Now it seemed he was actively promoting it. No one was paying him, but he looked thoroughly satisfied, a broad smile on his face.

“Well, I…”

Looking at the papers plastered on the wall, Lageum said, “Then one spirit stone on Sister Seoran.”

No one had bet on Ryu Seoran, the youngest participant in the preliminaries.

The absurdly high odds seemed rather pitiful.

Kind-hearted Lageum decided to throw away a spirit stone to avoid hurting her sister’s feelings.

“Alright, one spirit stone on Ryu Seoran. Here, take this token. You can’t claim your winnings without it, so don’t lose it, okay?”

Jang Okgi busily scribbled something in his ledger, handed over a wooden token, and gave his advice.

The number was 105.

Immediately, someone called out to Jang Okgi from a distance.

“Brother Jang! I brought more spirit stones! I’m putting them all on Sister Ho!”

“Yes, coming right away!”

Jang Okgi dashed through the bustling crowd like the wind.

It seemed he wasn’t quite right in the head either.

The uniquely sensible Lageum put the token in her pocket and returned to her quarters.

On the day of the preliminaries.

The participants were standing at the starting point, warming up.

The way the competition proceeded was simple.

First, they had to climb the cliff right in front of the starting point with their bare hands.

In case they lost their footing and fell off the cliff, there were suspension disciples nearby on flying artifacts to ensure their safety.

After climbing the cliff, they had to follow the signposts placed around and run.

Passing through all the obstacles while running would lead them to a bridge crossing a river.

They had to jump into the river from the middle of the bridge and swim upstream against the current.

If they swam diligently, they would see the finish line.

Malicious actions to hinder others would, of course, result in disqualification.

Spectators boarded large flying vessels shaped like sailing ships to watch the entire process in real time.

This was guaranteed to be entertaining.

It was a brilliantly planned event.

“Ready!”

The loud command heightened the athletes’ focus.

“Go!”

At the starting signal, the would-be superhumans sprinted off.

Unbelievably fast, the leaders were already starting to climb the cliff.

Seoran maintained a middle position from the start without overexerting herself.

She planned to move steadily, making sure not to fall too far behind the leaders.

Before long, all the participants were climbing the cliff.

The rock climbing became increasingly difficult.

At first, there were plenty of protrusions, and while steep, there was some incline.

But gradually, the incline disappeared, and a perfectly vertical section appeared.

There were hardly any footholds, and no protrusions, so they had to rely solely on their finger strength to climb the small crevices.

The wind was strong, and the cliff face was smooth as if it had been artificially polished.

A misjudged distribution of weight could cause the brittle rock to crumble and lead to a fall.

More and more participants were dropping out.

After passing the vertical section, a part of the cliff jutted out like an eave.

Anyone with insufficient upper body training was immediately disqualified.

Those who overcame all the trials finally reached the top of the cliff.

But there was no space to run.

Elder Brother Im, who was leading, looked around in confusion.

He finally spotted a signpost.

It was set up on the opposite side of the cliff they had just climbed.


Elder Brother Im looked down the opposite cliff.

A log barely wide enough to place one foot on was tightly embedded along the vertical cliff to the next peak.

Elder Brother Im muttered to himself.

“Is this running?”

At that point, Seoran was still in the middle ranks.



 
  
    Chapter 9: Friendly Competition – 2


“…………”

The deck of the galleon-shaped magic vessel was literally a frenzy of excitement.

Spectators leaned out over the railing, seeming as if they might fall at any moment, shouting continuously.

They cheered for those who overcame obstacles with exceptional skill and encouraged those who, despite showing determination, unfortunately failed.

Every dramatic moment during the competition elicited enthusiastic support from the onlookers.

Among the many participants, a few stood out noticeably.

Elder Brother Im, who had maintained the lead from the start.

Elder Sister Ho, who remained calm in any situation.

Elder Brother Song, with his confident smile and bold movements.

These were the well-known, self-proclaimed top martial artists among the disciples, so it was expected.

And surprisingly, there was a strong cheer for Seoran as well.

Most of the participants were in their twenties or older.

In the midst of such competitors, Seoran’s small stature and youthful face were particularly noticeable.

In fact, Seoran was the youngest participant in the preliminary round.

But even among the adults, who were larger and had trained longer, Seoran did not lag behind at all.

Seeing an underdog face challenges is inspiring.

It naturally makes you want to cheer them on.

Such a struggle caught the attention of the young disciples.

Many of them lacked the training or were too young to even consider participating in the preliminaries.

The boys and girls couldn’t take their eyes off the young girl bravely challenging something they had given up on prematurely.

At that moment, Seoran, climbing the cliff, paused, unable to find a suitable crevice.

A distant spot looked reachable, but it was far beyond arm’s length.

However, Seoran didn’t hesitate and jumped.

The young disciples, startled by Seoran’s sudden action, closed their eyes and screamed.

But her peak concentration and physical abilities allowed no room for failure.

When they opened their eyes again, they saw Seoran safely hanging on the cliff.

The young disciples immediately entered a state of ecstasy, chanting Seoran’s name with intense cheers.

By the time Seoran reached the top of the cliff and entered the obstacle course, the boys and girls were completely captivated by her.

Every movement of Seoran’s held them spellbound.

The young disciples clenched their fists and held their breath whenever Seoran faced a crisis.

And when she overcame the obstacles with unbelievable wit, they cheered loudly as if it was their own achievement.

With her light weight and formidable physical ability, Seoran had a tremendous advantage in the obstacle course.

With each leap, she moved five steps further than those around her.

It seemed as though she alone had broken free from the earth’s gravitational pull that binds all living things, soaring like a bird of prey.

Maximizing her advantage, Seoran began to sprint furiously.

With increasing momentum, more and more competitors were overtaken.

Despite their desperate efforts to shake off the pursuer, it was futile.

Before long, the seemingly endless series of log stepping stones came to an end.

As she reached the peak, a wooden bridge came into view below.

At this point, Seoran’s rank had already moved within the top twenty.

The athletes who had reached the final stage were already utterly exhausted.

Their upper bodies were overworked from climbing the cliff, and their lower bodies were at their limit from jumping between the logs.

From now on, it was purely a battle of willpower.

If they couldn’t overcome the pain, they couldn’t move forward.

The dozen or so competitors vying for the lead jumped into the river without hesitation.

The competition took place at the largest waterway crossing the mountain range.

Numerous tributaries joined together, causing the current to become increasingly rapid downstream.

The section of the river the athletes had to swim against was the fastest part.

Seoran exerted all her strength to move upstream.

The river surged with tremendous force.

An irresistible current pushed against her entire body.

Her overworked muscles felt as if they might snap at any moment.

The cheers she had heard moments ago vanished.

Only the roaring of the water echoed in her ears.

Seoran swam alone in the pouring river.

If she slowed down even for a moment, it would be over.

She would be swept downstream in an instant.

If that happened, she would never be able to return to her original position.

How much farther did she have to go?

What place was she in now?

Was she even making progress?

With all information cut off, anxiety flooded in endlessly.

Like ink spreading on a blank page, the growing apprehension gnawed at her mind.

Then, a voice questioned her.

Why go this far?

What kind of glory are you desperate for?

Who would criticize you if you gave up now?

The whispers did not fade over time.

Seoran tried hard to ignore the voice lingering in her ears.

She kept moving her arms and legs.

The sharp current continuously pounded her.

Before long, she lost feeling in her body.

Her clothes, soaked with water, were incredibly heavy.

Yet, even with her mind fading, she did not stop struggling.

At that moment, someone pulled Seoran out of the water.

It was a disciple of the Chukgigi Sect on a flying magic vessel.

He brought Seoran to the nearby riverbank.

The first emotion that hit her was despondency.

In the end, she had been swept away by the current and disqualified.


Seoran hung her head low.

Then, her hearing, numbed by the roar, returned.

“Elder Sister!!!”

“Congratulations, Elder Sister Ryu!!!”

“Congratulations!!!”

The cheers filled her ears.

Startled, Seoran looked up.

The sounds were coming from the ship flying over the river.

Congratulations, whistles, her name, more congratulations, congratulations, congratulations.

Seoran quickly looked at the river.

Her gaze followed the flowing water until it reached the wooden bridge.

The starting point was far downstream.

Could it be?

“Why, don’t you believe in the success you’ve achieved yourself?”

It was the disciple of the Chukgigi Sect who had pulled Seoran out.

Her bewildered expression must have been amusing.

He handed her a large towel and added.

“Disciple Ryu Seoran of the Ojukmun Sect, sixth place. Congratulations on finishing the race.”

Right after, Seoran let out a cheer.

After Seoran passed the preliminaries in sixth place, the Ozukmun Sect was turned upside down.

The disciples of the Jeoldangi Sect exchanged their thoughts.

“It’s hard to believe.”

“Indeed. I thought she might do well after hearing Elder Brother Ma’s report on her incredible determination, but at such a young age…”

The Jeoldangi disciples were already aware of Seoran’s physical abilities.

They were the ones who had decided to provide her with unlimited support in the form of elixirs to aid her growth.

They were simply astonished by her mental fortitude at such a young age.

“To complete a race that even adults struggle with without giving up…”

“It seems that Disciple Ryu has an extraordinary competitive spirit.”

“She has many excellent qualities, not just potential.”

They were very pleased with the bright future of the sect.

The disciples of the Chukgigi Sect were also surprised.

Some of them had been drafted to prepare for any accidents during this preliminary race.

Many had witnessed firsthand how Seoran overcame obstacles.

The witnesses exchanged information and began to deduce why Seoran was able to achieve sixth place.

“First, both the rock climbing and the obstacle course favored those with lighter weight.”

“Right, her leap, derived from strong leg muscles and light weight, was particularly impressive.”

“Although her physical abilities were exceptional for her age, it’s understandable considering the elixirs she took. If it had been just that, she wouldn’t have been able to finish the race.”

“Indeed, given her physical limitations, many of the eliminated participants had better physical abilities than her.”

“Then it must have been her mental strength that had a significant impact.”

“That analysis makes sense, doesn’t it? Her cleverness in overcoming obstacles, decisiveness without hesitation, and unyielding tenacity.”

“What else is there?”

“She didn’t overdo it at first and overtook most of her competitors in the obstacle course, where she had an advantage. Her sense of competition seems very sharp.”

The conclusion gradually leaned toward the fact that it was not just her physical abilities but also her five senses that were the decisive factors.

And the Ojukmun disciples were not in their right minds.

“I believed in you! I believed in Elder Brother Song!”

Song, who everyone expected to pass, dropped out in the latter part of the obstacle course when his legs gave out.

A boy who had lost everything in an instant cried out.

“I told you, didn’t I?! I told you his lower body was weak!”

The winner, who had bet everything on Elder Sister Ho, teased his friend.

This race saw many large and small upsets.

Some people, expected to pass easily, were eliminated due to ridiculous mistakes, while others, usually overlooked or underestimated, managed to get through.

The gambling scene turned into chaos in an instant.

Some sat in shock, unable to accept reality.

Others, causing a ruckus and claiming invalidity, were thrown out.

Everyone was confused by the difficult-to-accept redistribution of wealth.

But the most confused of all was Lageum.

The biggest upset in this “human race” (an unofficial name) was, undoubtedly, the miracle shown by Ryu Seoran.

Seoran wasn’t even an underrated competitor.

Her outside activities were limited to meals and group training.

Without having shown anything, how could anyone evaluate her?

No one expected a sixteen-year-old girl, who had only been in the sect for a little over a year, to beat the formidable contenders and finish in the top ten.

So, Lageum was the only one who bet spirit stones on Seoran.

The last issued wooden tag number before the preliminaries started was 520.

While the number of spirit stones bet varied for each person, the average was not small.

The payout distribution method was simple.

First, the spirit stones bet were divided by ten.

Fortunately, it divided evenly, so the stones were split into ten large chests.


Then, the share of the stakes each bettor had was calculated based on the total bet on each competitor.

Finally, the stones in each chest were divided according to that ratio.

Since Lageum was the only one who bet on Seoran, she received a whole large chest of spirit stones.

Approximately the wealth of fifty people out of the 520 participants was handed over to Lageum.

She stared blankly at the chest, which weighed significantly more than she did.
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The top ten representatives of Ojukmun stayed together during the remaining period.

They sweated and competed in martial arts, shared meals, and built friendships.

And they slept in the pavilion where the training ground was located.

The gender ratio of the representatives was eight men and two women.

The men, tired from sparring all night, went back to the training ground with just a pillow, saying they would sleep there.

Seoran and Ho Hyemun, the two women, slept in a separate small room.

From afar, the sound of shouts from the training ground could be heard.

But the bedroom where the two were lying was silent.

This is what happens when you put two introverted people in the same space.

Should I start a conversation first?

Seoran, who was lying in a proper position, pondered.

She glanced over and saw that Elder Sister Ho had her eyes closed.

She stared for a moment but there was no movement.

Ah, she’s already asleep.

Seoran turned her gaze back to the ceiling.

To get up early tomorrow, she had to sleep soon.

As she closed her eyes, Seoran made a resolution.

Tomorrow, I must get closer to her.

Seoran gradually fell asleep.

And as if to take turns, Ho Hyemun opened her eyes from the bed next to her.

No matter how she thought about it, it seemed reasonable for her, as the elder, to approach first.

Alright, let’s start by talking about martial arts.

With determination, Ho Hyemun turned her head.

Already asleep, Seoran was only making regular breathing sounds.

Ho Hyemun adjusted her position again.

She sleeps early, let’s do it in the morning.

Of course, until the day of the friendly competition, the two never got closer.

*****

The Ojukmun disciples could hardly contain their excitement as they awaited the friendly competition.

The degree of excitement was more intense for those born within Ojukmun, like Jang Okgi.

This is because Ojukmun disciples cannot cross the sect’s barrier.

It is a long-standing tradition of Ojukmun not to grant permission to leave under any circumstances unless they reach at least the Chukkigi level.

That doesn’t mean Ojukmun is a lawless gang that confines its disciples to enforce discipline.

The original purpose of this tradition was to protect the Ojukmun disciples.

In the past, Ojukmun disciples were allowed to leave.

While considering the minimum level of ability to protect themselves and a lower age limit, it was not a comprehensive ban like now.

So when they turned about twenty, everyone would cross the barrier to experience the world.

And they would die in droves.

Ojukmun disciples do not fall ill.

This means they do not get sick just from sleeping outdoors.

Therefore, it can be speculated that all the missing persons were murdered.

Ojukmun is said to be an intermediate stage where a person with innate abilities becomes a true practitioner.

The idea of surpassing human limits through training to gradually become a superhuman sounds impressive at first.

But if you think about it, it also means they are still not very different from ordinary people.

Of course, Ojukmun disciples are all masters of martial arts.

With bodies as strong as wild beasts and minds as clear as still water, their martial arts honed through sweat and blood can massacre a hundred ordinary people.

Ojukmun disciples cannot be defeated in a face-to-face battle.

But there’s no need to fight fair.

Ojukmun disciples are halfway to being superhuman, but the other half is still ordinary.

Therefore, they retained some characteristics of ordinary people.

An ordinary person dies if shot in the back of the head with an arrow or if they eat poisoned food.

Ojukmun disciples were no different.

One disciple was so strong that he could break rocks with his bare hands.

But he had no eyes on the back of his head and bandits had no morals.

He eventually died from an arrow shot from hiding in the bushes.

A master swordsman who could deflect incoming arrows died futilely at an inn in a remote area.

Because he was hungry and ordered dumplings, which were heavily poisoned.

There isn’t an assassin group targeting only practitioners.

Thugs don’t even know what a practitioner is.

They just killed for the wealth.

A healthy complexion and large build are symbols of prosperity.

Wearing good clothes and carrying fairly expensive weapons made them look like wealthy travelers.

Even the way they looked around like country bumpkins made them seem like easy targets.

Martial artists on their first outing to the secular world became cold corpses without even swinging their weapons.

A lifelong master lost his life in a single day.

He would have returned alive if he had met a tiger instead.

Of course, Ojukmun was aware of this problem.

So they repeatedly warned their disciples.

But it had little effect.

Practitioners who only trained in the mountains stood out in their behavior.

Such naivety made them immediate targets for wolves.

Young disciples fell victim to the meanness of the secular world.

Many solutions were proposed while the blood flowed.

Let’s group the disciples into several teams.

They all died.

Let’s send Chukkigi disciples as leaders with them.

Every time they looked back, one or two Ojukmun disciples had disappeared.

Let’s have the Yang Nation’s government solve it.

High-ranking officials who received the directive managed to convince the leaders with eloquent speeches why the state could not eradicate crime.


The leaders were also ignorant of the ways of the world.

For practitioners, the secular world was just a place to travel briefly to broaden their horizons.

The knowledge gained in the process was all superficial.

The Gyeoldangi disciples soon realized that careful consideration by an outsider was meaningless.

With their shallow understanding of the secular world, they could never provide a fundamental solution.

The only makeshift measure that came to mind was this.

From that day on, the outings of Ojukmun disciples were unconditionally prohibited.

The Ojukmun disciples complained about their stifling lives, but there was no alternative.

It’s good to travel the world and broaden one’s horizons, but it’s meaningless if you die.

Thus, the tradition was born.

Jang Okgi, who had high expectations, was disappointed.

He finally came out to the secular world, only to see clouds.

The Ojukmun disciples were currently flying in several large airships towards the border area.

It was a mode of transportation chosen solely for safety.

To avoid being seen from the ground, the airships were concealed with stealth techniques and soon arrived at their destination.

In the middle of a desolate plateau, a wide basin came into view.

The stadium and spectator seats were already set up.

The leaders of the four gathered sects exchanged brief conversations and then parted ways.

The disciples sitting in the stands murmured among themselves.

“Which sect is that?”

“Isn’t it the Geumjak Sect? Why are they in Gyona?”

“Gyona is quite a large country, isn’t it?”

The Geumjak Sect rules Gyona.

Geographically, Gyona is located to the north of Yang Nation.

Although its territory is similar in size to Yang Nation, it has many fertile plains, resulting in a population about 30% larger.

Comparing the four sects gathered today, it was one strong, two medium, and one weak.

Naturally, Geumjak Sect was the strongest, and Ojukmun was in the middle.

Generally, a larger population in a country means a stronger sect.

“Then the most likely winner is the Geumjak Sect, right?”

“Probably.”

“Oh, I just hope our first opponent isn’t the Geumjak Sect.”

“Don’t jinx it by saying that!”

For the record, there was no betting this time.

Too many people had gone bankrupt last time, so there weren’t enough participants.

Moreover, since this was not an internal competition but a match with other sects, there would be no way to handle the aftermath if bets were placed.

A Gyeoldangi disciple from each sect came to the stadium to draw lots.

The Gyeoldangi disciple representing Ojukmun drew a lot and shouted.

“Ojukmun, first match!”

His expression was somewhat bright.

The competition format was to have two sects compete, and the winners of these matches would then face each other.

Winning the first match meant having more time to recover strength before the finals.

Next, it was time for the Geumjak Sect disciple to draw.

“Geumjak Sect, first match!”

They immediately faced the favorite to win.

The disciples murmured anxiously, fearing they might be eliminated immediately.

“Will it be okay?”

“I believe in our Brother Im and Sister Ho.”

“Right? Nothing will happen, right?”

“Don’t jinx it by saying that!”

“Okay, okay…”

“When the match starts, let’s just cheer hard.”

Despite the commotion, the match began.

Two people would fight in the arena, and the winner stayed while the loser stepped down.

If someone was skilled enough, they could defeat multiple opponents by themselves.

The first competitor from Ojukmun was Ho Hyemun.

Ojukmun’s strategy was simple.

Place the skilled fighters at the beginning and the end.

The best scenario was for the first fighter to win and set the tone, and for the last fighter to finish the match.

Ho Hyemun, entrusted with the critical first role, won after a close fight.

With this initial victory, the Ojukmun disciples cheered enthusiastically.

Ho lost the next match against a Geumjak Sect disciple, but his expression remained bright.

However, the hopeful atmosphere gradually dimmed.

Ojukmun’s competitors began to lose consecutively.

There were no accidents; it was simply a difference in skill.

The Geumjak Sect disciples were more formidable than expected.

Im, the eldest disciple, decided to change the plan.

He deployed their reserves, who were initially meant for the final rounds.


As a result, Seoran, who was scheduled for the middle rounds, was pushed further back.

For a brief moment, it seemed balanced as the skilled fighters took the stage, but soon Ojukmun started falling behind again.

Despite the desperate cheers from Ojukmun disciples, victories kept going to Geumjak Sect.

Finally, the last competitor, Seoran, stepped into the arena.

Four Geumjak Sect disciples remained.
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The Geumjak Masters were confident they would win at the friendly competition.

The reason was simple.

For the past twenty years, their luck with talent had been truly exceptional.

From an abnormal number of exceptional fighters to those discovered every sixty years, the pool of talented individuals was abundant.

With many people came many talents.

Among the current Geumjak Masters, there were numerous geniuses known for their extraordinary performances.

The ten players who passed the fierce qualifiers boasted dazzling achievements.

At least half of them were experts in Geumjak , with their martial skills honed to perfection.

They were truly worthy of being called the golden generation.

The visible gap in scores immediately proved it.

They had overwhelmingly defeated Ojukmun, which had been considered a formidable opponent until two hundred years ago.

Now, with just one more opponent to defeat, victory would belong to the Geumjak Masters.

Of course, there were some peculiar aspects.

Some representatives of Ojukmun seemed inexperienced in hand-to-hand combat, to the point where it was surprising.

It was as if bare-handed combat was their weakness, and martial skills were only rudimentary preparations for emergencies.

Although some members of the Geumjak Masters pointed out this issue, no one took it seriously.

Could they have been so desperate as to select martial arts competition participants through a first-come-first-served basis?

Probably just a lack of talent.

Even the self-proclaimed leader of the golden generation, Geum Yeongyeong, shared this opinion.

She chuckled at the sight of the last Ojukmun contestant.

“Are there no decent people left? Ojukmun must be pitiful. Sending such a young kid to the match.”

It was said that the one spirit root holder, an elusive figure for nearly three hundred years, had not been found.

It was so unlucky that it could only be attributed to some epidemic wiping out the commoners, otherwise, it made no sense.

“Let’s finish it in one blow with mercy.”

There was no hobby of mocking the weak.

A tiger does its best even when hunting a rabbit.

As for me, Geum Yeongyeong, I don’t know how to let my guard down.

But while she was off guard, the referee signaled the start of the match.

“Huh?”

Suddenly, Seoran approached and swiftly executed a spinning kick.

Geum Yeongyeong, who had been slightly relaxed, hurriedly defended with both arms.

But the kick pierced through her defense and struck her temple fiercely.

Geum Yeongyeong lost consciousness instantly.

Watching, the representatives of the Geumjak sect whispered.

“The Geumjak Monk let her guard down. Did she underestimate her opponent because she seemed inexperienced?”

“Probably. She always falters at the end.”

“Don’t be too blunt. The Geumjak Monk has a tender heart, you know.”

“What excuse will she come up with this time? Will she say she lost because she was exhausted from the previous fights?”

“She won’t admit she lost due to carelessness, even if she dies. Just play along. Don’t tease her unnecessarily.”

“Even at nineteen, she’s still the same as when she was young.”

“Leave her be, she’s cute.”

Geum Yeongyeong, the bundle of Geumjak Masters’ thoughts and the darling of the masses, was carried out onto the arena.

And the eighth player stepped onto the arena.

Jung’s greatest advantage was his diligence.

There was never a moment of laziness in learning and training in new martial arts.

With talent combined with effort, his martial skills progressed rapidly.

Jung is twenty-seven years old this year.

When he first started martial arts, Seoran hadn’t even been born yet.

Yet Jung never underestimated his opponent.

Fierce strikes poured onto Seoran.

Pushing aside defending hands, palm strikes to the face, pushing with the foot to break posture, deflecting incoming punches, and elbow strikes.

Seoran resisted desperately, but the fundamental skill difference was too great.

It was still possible to hold out since it was a friendly competition.

If groin attacks and joint locks were allowed, Seoran would have been knocked down at least ten times already.

Continuously battering his opponent, Jung couldn’t hide his excitement.

For an ordinary practitioner, knee attacks would have been the obvious choice.

His own limbs, rather than striking, were tingling.

But Jung remained unfazed.

The hand-to-hand combat between the two ended with Jung’s overwhelming dominance.

Jung patiently accumulated advantages and accumulated strikes.

With this momentum, victory was certain.

Seoran also sensed her impending defeat.

Without finding a breakthrough, she couldn’t narrow the gap.

If she didn’t turn the tide now, there would be no more chances.

If the damage continued to accumulate, there would be no capacity left to exploit weaknesses later.

They already had a clear understanding of each other’s capabilities.

If there was a decisive moment, it was now.

Without a word exchanged, both had the same thought.

Suddenly, Seoran launched a front kick.

It was a full-force attack aimed at the chin.

As the movement was significant, his posture crumbled.

Jung quickly made a decision.

Due to the full force, his torso leaned backward.

With the center of gravity shifted, additional strikes with the arms wouldn’t be as effective.

If he just blocked the kick, he could quickly recover his posture and knock Seoran down.

Deciding on a response, Jung immediately adjusted his stance.

Bending his waist and extending his crossed arms.

It was a preemptive defense before Seoran’s toes reached the striking point.

Jung’s defense was perfect.


The kick, not accelerating enough, lost its power.

The problem was Seoran’s extraordinary flexibility.

When leaping, Seoran’s leg, jumping half a body higher than others, once again created a twist.

The irresistible force pushed Jung up.

His foot left the ground.

Jung’s height from the ground was very low.

He could land again soon.

But he was momentarily defenseless.

Twisting his body, Seoran attacked again.

All her strength focused on one point.

Like a bullet, a side kick exploded towards Jung.

Jung also showcased unbelievable skills.

Even in unexpected situations, he reduced damage with the best defense.

And balanced himself in the air, landing on both feet.

But he still lost.

“Out of bounds! The winner is Ojukmun’s Ryu Seoran!”

Hearing the referee’s announcement, Jung grimaced.

The spot where he landed was outside the arena.

Even though he was suspended in midair, the fact that he could kick someone out of the arena was unbelievable.

He realized he had underestimated his opponent’s abilities.

Immediately after, the cheers of Ojukmun’s investigators shook the venue.

There were only two players left from the Geumjak side.

Ha stepped onto the arena.

He was so tall that Seoran had to bend her neck just to make eye contact.

The calloused flesh inside his hands indicated that Ha’s specialty was not martial arts but weapon techniques.

But the advantage or disadvantage coming from the difference in physique couldn’t be ignored.

As the match began, the two players rushed at each other.

Seoran focused on evasion rather than defense.

It wasn’t a power she could withstand by defending.

With a body heavily laden with accumulated injuries, it could collapse with a single blow.

Ha was clearly wary of Seoran’s kicks.

The strength that could send a man much larger than himself flying out of the arena needed to be cautious.

She had to narrow the distance to avoid the angle of the kick.

The course of the match was naturally a tightrope walk, a series of precarious scenes.

To counter, Seoran constantly attacked the lower part of his opponent.

Whipping his sole like a whip, it struck Ha’s calves and thighs.

Ha, who quietly endured the lower kicks, retaliated with clean strikes whenever an opportunity arose.

She threatened his opponent by chopping down with elbows, strikes, and kicks.

It was basic moves, but their effectiveness was overwhelming.

Although she was inflicting damage unilaterally, Seoran was still at a disadvantage.

She couldn’t know how much more she needed to attack to bring heropponent down.

No matter how much she struck, Ha only closed the distance with an impassive face.

If she continued like this and failed to evade or got cornered, it would be over.

As the battle continued, Seoran’s body gradually dulled with pain and fatigue.

Ha relentlessly pushed Seoran, whose movements slowed down.

Gradually, the outer forearm approached.

Finally, there was nowhere else to retreat.

The fist that couldn’t be avoided dug into Seoran’s side.

It was a solid shock, almost unbelievable for its short, choppy attack.

Ha, who had been waiting for an opening, immediately moved.

Closing the distance, he blocked the kick and brought down his elbow.

There was no space to evade, no means to defend against the attack.

So Seoran moved forward to survive.

The backward crescent kick hit Ha’s temple.

It was a move beyond convention.

Typically, a kick from a narrow distance lacks enough speed to be effective.

But Seoran’s flexible hip joint created an angle forcefully from the outside.

The amazing counterattack shook Ha’s mind.

Despite the extraordinary attack from an unexpected angle, Ha immediately responded.

He raised both arms to face level and lowered his center of gravity.

Then, he tensed his muscles throughout his body.

Whatever method she used, it was a kick.

With her fist, she couldn’t pierce through his neck muscles to cause a concussion.

So, first, protect the head from the kick.

The shaking vision made normal defense impossible.

So, trust the armor and give up defense altogether.

Lower the stance to avoid falling and withstand the onslaught of attacks.

If he could endure until his vision cleared, he could win.

Ha gritted his teeth.

Immediately after, Seoran’s attack began.

The audience held their breath and watched the match.

The situation was clear at a glance.

If Ha could withstand the attack, the exhausted Seoran would lose.

Now, with no retreat, Seoran had to bring down his opponent with this attack.

Seoran took a deep breath and held it.

Then, she unleashed a dazzling flurry of strikes.

She struck his opponent dozens of times in the blink of an eye.

To win, she had to finish it in one breath.

So, she used up the last of his remaining strength.


Now, there was no turning back.

The battle of pure armor and stamina was soon over.

Seoran’s attack ceased.

Her trembling arms were clearly at their limit.
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The referee shouted.

“Winner, Ryu Seoran of Ohjukmun!”

A thrilling three consecutive wins emerged from a desperate score gap.

Even the last match was turned around with an unbelievable move from the brink of defeat.

Not only Ohjukmun but also the other two factions waiting for the next match cheered enthusiastically.

Even amidst the roaring crowd, Ho remained calm.

But contrary to his appearance, his heart was pounding as if it would burst.

Ho was inwardly shedding tears of joy.

It was because of Seoran’s kick technique that initiated the counterattack.

Who knew that a martial art technique could be so beautiful?

The relaxation and contraction of muscles, along with amazing flexibility.

That single move deeply impressed Ho’s exceptional aesthetic sense.

Ho felt a certain emotion from that elegant kick.

It was an infinite love for martial arts.

Such a technique couldn’t be created without passion.

Through a leap of logic, Ho reached a conclusion.

Monk Ryu, you truly love martial arts, don’t you?

How do you feel now after winning with a technique perfected through excruciating pain?

Surely you must be extremely happy?

Of course, all of this was Ho’s misunderstanding.

Seoran was currently so exhausted that she wanted to die.

And she didn’t particularly love martial arts.

However, Ho didn’t doubt his conclusion.

In her mind, Seoran was already a martial arts enthusiast.

Like herself, a comrade with an overwhelming love for martial arts who chose a thorny path.

Monk Ryu, your love has definitely been conveyed to me.

I will be your understanding companion.

Let’s develop martial arts together.

Just as Ho made this resolution, the match ended with Seoran collapsing from the continuous beating.

Seoran eventually lost to her fourth opponent.

It was actually inevitable.

She had taken too many hits from her second opponent and had no strength left after fighting her third opponent.

She would have probably lost even if she had fought the crane.

But regardless of the outcome, it was clearly a splendid match.

As Seoran, who was hanging limply, came out of the arena, a group of girls rushed towards her.

They were all friends of Lageum.

Dozens of girls lifted Seoran up and tossed her in the air.

Additionally, the whistling and the chanting of Seoran’s name caused quite a commotion.

Not only Ohjukmun but also practitioners from other factions praised her fighting spirit.

The crowd’s excitement delayed the next match for a while.

Once the commotion subsided, the tournament continued.

In the end, there were no surprises.

The Geumjak faction defeated their final opponent with an overwhelming score and won the championship.

The friendly competition concluded with a grand award ceremony.

It was time to return to the faction.

As Seoran was packing her things, someone approached her.

“Hey you, what’s your name?”

It was Geum Yeongyeong, who had fainted after being kicked.

“I’m Ryu Seoran.”

“Your name is pretty! I’m Geum Yeongyeong!”

“Ah, nice to meet you.”

Seoran answered calmly.

But Geum Yeongyeong just kept her mouth shut with an expectant look on her face.

Suddenly, the conversation they just had flashed through Seoran’s mind.

“Monk Geum, your name is also very pretty.”

“Thank you!”

It seemed Seoran’s guess was correct.

Having heard the compliment she wanted, Geum Yeongyeong got straight to the point.

“I was unfortunately defeated today, but it will be different next time we meet. I’ll show you my true skills then. Let’s have a full-power match!”

Just like that, out of the blue?

Seoran felt bewildered.

So she unconsciously reacted as she did in her previous life.

“Yes, let’s definitely meet sometime.”

Her response was accompanied by a social smile.

There wasn’t any particular intention behind it.

In her previous life, Seoran always smiled when she was flustered.

“Alright, it’s a promise! I have a feeling we’ll get along well.”

Geum Yeongyeong, who had never experienced social interactions, couldn’t grasp the nuanced meaning behind the smile.

She was just happy to hear a satisfying answer.

Just as Geum Yeongyeong was about to say more, she heard someone calling her from afar and felt regretful.

“Oh, my senior is calling me. I have to go. Until I win and get my revenge, don’t lose to anyone else!”

Leaving those words, Geum Yeongyeong ran swiftly to where her faction members were gathered.

The noisy place was left with only two people.

They were Ryu Seoran and Ho Hyemun.

Ho Hyemun, who had been watching everything from the side, spoke.

“You’ve gained a good rival. Isn’t it exciting to have friendly competition?”

No, it was just troubling.

But she couldn’t bring herself to say no.

Monk Ho would feel embarrassed.


So she just smiled.

After the friendly competition ended, many changes occurred in Ohjukmun.

For the first time since the establishment of Ohjukmun, the internal training hall of Muyedang was fully booked.

Inspired by Seoran’s brilliant performance, the disciples all flocked to Muyedang.

Even Jang Okgi, who usually avoided effort like the plague, spent several days hitting the scarecrow.

This was the original intent of holding the friendly competition.

They wanted the disciples to aspire to improve by admiring the high-level martial artists.

Even if it’s just a fleeting resolution, two days of diligent training is worthwhile.

It was no surprise that the martial arts instructor couldn’t help but smile broadly.

Seoran’s daily life also changed significantly.

First, the leadership awarded her a prize.

A few days later, Seoran moved to a two-story pavilion.

The second floor was her living space, and the first floor was a training ground.

It was such a nice house that it felt overwhelming to use alone.

Her new residence was close to the women’s dormitory.

As a result, firewood and water were delivered daily, and her laundry was also done for her.

Most of the household chores Seoran used to do herself disappeared.

Lageum who visited Seoran’s new home, was amazed.

“They bring you firewood and water. They do your laundry. You eat at the dining hall. Soon, they’ll probably even bathe you. What exactly do you do, sister?”

“Uh, cleaning?”

Lageum looked at the surface of a nearby table and remarked.

“No, it’s covered in dust. Look at this, anyone seeing this table for the first time would think it’s originally gray.”

“No, I was planning to clean soon. I just moved in two days ago.”

“You’ve been living in this dust for two days and still haven’t done a thorough cleaning? Wow, that’s tough.”

Despite trying to explain herself, it was no use.

Lageum, who was trained by cleaning the medicinal hall that everyone avoided, didn’t stop her nagging.

“Don’t be too harsh, sister. Monk Ryu didn’t neglect cleaning out of laziness. She simply had an unavoidable task that left no time for cleaning.”

At that moment, Ho Hyemun, who had also come to the housewarming, defended Seoran with a novel argument.

Initiating conversation with others.

For the usual Ho Hyemun, this was never easy.

However, when talking to someone who met certain conditions, she suddenly became eloquent.

The first condition was that the person was at least ten years younger than her.

At twenty-three, Ho Hyemun saw thirteen-year-old Lageum as a complete child.

The second condition was that the person loved martial arts as much as she did.

Although Seoran was unaware of this, Ho Hyemun’s internal sense of camaraderie towards her had already reached its peak.

Curious about the grand expression she heard, Lageum asked.

“An unavoidable task? What’s that?”

Seoran was just as curious.

Did I have such an important mission?

Why didn’t I know about it?

Ho Hyemun answered without hesitation.

“That’s to spread the greatness of martial arts to the world.

Even now, martial arts are unfairly persecuted and scorned by weapon devotees. They say things like, ‘Why fight empty-handed when there are perfectly good weapons?’ or ‘It’s enough to learn the basics of martial arts just in case.’

It might be hard to believe, but there are really many such ignorant people in the world. So, people like us who love martial arts must constantly…

We must refine our skills and correct such misconceptions in the world. It will undoubtedly be a thorny path, but you won’t be alone.”

Then she glanced at Seoran with a meaningful look and continued.

“That’s why Monk Ryu is busy every day. It’s a universal loss to assign cleaning to someone who’s dedicated to elevating martial arts to the heavens.”

Ho Hyemun, who had been delivering a lengthy speech, suddenly turned her head and asked Seoran.

“Am I right, Monk Ryu?”

Her eyes, clear as a deep lake, stared at Seoran.

It felt like being a frog in front of a snake.

Following her instinct, Seoran responded immediately.

“Yes, that’s right. It’s as if you’ve read my mind.”

As Seoran nodded enthusiastically, Ho Hyemun’s cheeks blushed.

“I knew Monk Ryu would understand. Let’s work together to advance martial arts.”

Ho Hyemun smiled gently, which was rare for her.

In response, Seoran’s face also broke into a smile, but her pupils were trembling intensely.

Lageum, who was looking between Seoran and Ho Hyemun, quickly shouted.

“Oh right, I have something to do today! I’ll have to visit your new place later, sister!”

Then she hurriedly fled the building.

“This little sister moves fast. Being diligent is a good thing. Shall we also work up a sweat for the advancement of martial arts?”

“Sweat? When?”

“Right now.”

Ho Hyemun’s calm voice echoed in the empty building.

Seoran had a foreboding feeling.

Her sharp mind quickly found an escape route.

“But my training is about to reach its peak. I need to focus on mental cultivation for a while. It’s a shame, isn’t it?”

Ho Hyemun looked a bit surprised.

“At the cusp of mastery? Monk Ryu, you really are talented. If that’s the case, there’s no helping it. But don’t be disheartened. We have plenty of time.”

Leaving a cryptic message, Ho Hyemun returned to her quarters.

Left alone, Seoran sighed in relief.

She didn’t know exactly why, but she felt she had just avoided a huge crisis.

Was she always so talkative?

With that unresolved question, Seoran climbed to the second floor.

It was time for her daily meditation.

In fact, the claim that she was close to reaching a significant breakthrough wasn’t just an excuse.

Her body, which had advanced disproportionately, was dragging her spirit to the destination.

Seoran was indeed almost at the brink of achieving a breakthrough.


Just one step away from mastering her current level.

If everything went as expected, she would reach mastery within a few days.

With pleasant anticipation, Seoran meditated again today.

But even after several weeks, Seoran couldn’t break through her current level.





 
  
    Chapter 13: Accumulation stage


What exactly is the Accumulation stage?

Naturally, it’s hard to give a clear-cut definition.

Every practitioner and every sect interprets it differently.

However, there is one universally agreed-upon element.

Accumulation stage is the stage where one accumulates magical power.

First, one gathers spiritual energy and transforms it into magical power, storing it within their body as a vessel.

This process is repeated until one progresses to the next stage.

In essence, training in the Formation Stage is akin to molding and shaping clay.

Once this molded clay is fired and turned into a ceramic, one finally enters the Accumulation Stage.

The water contained in the ceramic at this point is impenetrable.

A practitioner who reaches the Accumulation Stage becomes a true transcendent being.

A lifespan of 250 years is merely a bonus.

Their continually tempered body becomes like armor, capable of deflecting weapons.

Moreover, like a ceramic that retains its shape after being fired, their appearance remains youthful over time.

Ultimately, they achieve impenetrability and immortality.

But the most important aspect is the ability to use impenetrability to perform magical arts.

At this stage, an ordinary person stands no chance of harming a Accumulation practitioner.

A sudden slash with a blade would be stopped by their skin, and poisons would be burned away by their beopryeok upon entering the body.

Even a general leading an army of a million soldiers would have no way to capture a practitioner using beopsul.

A true transcendent being is this powerful.

And reaching this level is incredibly difficult.

For a “Five-Root holder,” or “Four-Root holder,” it’s fortunate if they escape the Formation Stage before their lifespan ends.

For a “Three-Root Holder” or “Two-Root Holder,” it depends on their talent, effort, and circumstances.

A “One-Root Holder,” who consumes the resources of their sect, can reach Accumulation in about ten years.

In this context, Seoran’s talent is extraordinary.

At sixteen years old, after less than seven years of training, she is already on the verge of Accumulation.

Remarkably, five of those years were spent self-taught, without a master or mentor.

This would astonish any practitioner.

Although she is currently facing a hurdle.

******

Seoran has been quite unsettled lately.

For almost a month, she hasn’t made any progress in her training.

It’s akin to solving a puzzle.

Imagine pouring out a ten-thousand-piece puzzle onto the floor and painstakingly fitting each piece together.

To make matters worse, it’s a blank puzzle with no picture, making it incredibly difficult.

Yet Seoran refuses to give up, enduring trial and error.

After a long and arduous journey, she’s close to completion.

All that remains is to place the last piece in the empty spot.

Seoran, smiling in anticipation of her hard-earned success, fits the final piece into place.

But the shape of the puzzle piece and the hole do not match.

It’s undoubtedly the last piece, and the only remaining spot.

However, no matter how hard she tries, it won’t fit.

Alarmed, Seoran examines the puzzle she has assembled.

Even after thoroughly checking, the other 9,999 pieces fit together perfectly.

It was truly haunting.

For the past month, Seoran had been denying reality, exerting all her strength to fit the final puzzle piece.

During this time, Seoran sought advice from many people.

Consistently, the advice was to meditate to delve into her inner self, as enlightenment was needed.

When asked what exactly enlightenment was, the answer was always that it varied from person to person.

As usual, Seoran, who was pounding a wooden doll, made up her mind.

Anyway, it seemed pointless to keep fighting that piece of wood.

So she decided to just meditate all day.

Seoran threw the beaten wooden doll into a corner of the training ground, which had become a mop after the friendly competition awakened her.

She ran straight to a quiet place and went to a nearby waterfall.

It was a small waterfall with a bamboo forest nearby.

She decided to meditate while facing the waterfall.

She threw a large rock into the waterfall, sat on top of it and meditated while being hit by the water.

During the meditation, a branch fell on Seoran’s head.

“Ugh!”

It didn’t hurt, but she screamed in surprise.

Seoran looked at the broken branch and cut her forehead.

It was not a suitable environment to concentrate on.

Was meditation under the waterfall just an illusion injected by the mass media?

If so, just use white noise.

Seoran moved to another rock nearby.

And then someone spoke.

“Um? What are you doing here?”

The other was a man who looked to be in his early twenties.

Seoran politely answered.

“Hello, my name is Ryu Seoran. I was meditating because my practice was blocked.”

The guy nodded as he looked at the waterfall and Seoran’s wet clothes.

“Ah, you were planning to meditate under the waterfall? It’s not a great place to focus, right? Things keep falling, and your clothes are damp.”

“Yeah, hehe.”

Seoran, who was instantly seen through, laughed awkwardly.

The guy who laughed together introduced himself.

“Oh, I didn’t introduce myself. My name is Yeomujin. Just call me Yeomoo. I came to pick some bamboo shoots in the bamboo forest over there.”

It was a truly coincidental meeting between the two.

There were many bamboo forests in the Sanmaek that occupied Ohjukmun.

Despite the name of the sect, there were only green bamboo.


“Bamboo shoots?”

“Sure, my wife really loves bamboo shoot rice.”

Looking at the eyes that curved like a crescent moon, I felt the affection towards their spouse.

Yeomoo skillfully pulled out a few bamboo shoots.

Then, handing one over, he said, “Here, have one and try it yourself. Since we’ve met like this, it must be fate.”

Fate?

Absently taking the bamboo shoot, Seoran suddenly asked a question.

“By any chance, do you know what enlightenment is? Everyone always says to introspect to overcome obstacles, but I don’t quite understand.”

It was a somewhat unexpected response.

Giving her a bamboo shoot and suddenly talking about enlightenment.

The worries that filled her mind unexpectedly surfaced.

But despite the abrupt question, Yeomoo smiled kindly and replied.

“Enlightenment? Looks like you’re already on the verge of achieving the next stage at your age. Heaven is high and the world is wide indeed. Alright, enlightenment is…”

After a moment of thought, Yeomoo shared his own answer.

“The cultivation to become a sage transcends human limitations with its purpose. So, what exactly is transcendence?

 From my perspective, I think it’s about filling in the gaps. It’s about filling and eventually reaching a state where there is nothing lacking.

 Then again, another question arises.

 What needs to be filled? You’ll probably know best what you lack, just like knowing if you’re hungry and what you want to eat.

 I think deficiencies are the same. Ultimately, knowing one’s own shortcomings is a matter of looking within oneself.

 You probably already know the method without me having to say it, right?”

Seoran, who hesitated, replied.

“Is it meditation after all?”

“Yes, exactly.”

In the end, the conversation circled back to where it started.

Seeing Seoran’s disappointed expression, Yeomoo chuckled cheerfully.

“It seems like you’re having trouble understanding, right? Actually, what you’re curious about are specific examples, right? I’ve been there too. Alright, let me tell you what I’ve learned.”

Seoran immediately focused her eyes.

And Yeomoo began to tell his own story.

“I lost my family and relatives to thieves when I was young. 

I fled from a burning village and lived as a vagabond. 

Struggling to survive, I eventually came to Ohjukmun and devoted myself to training.

 At that time, I fiercely despised the lawless people of the world.”

“Because of my natural aptitude, I quickly approached the threshold of enlightenment. However, I encountered a major obstacle there.

 It disrupted my plan to become an enlightened monk and eradicate the evil people in the mundane world.

 I felt like I was going crazy. Eventually, I reached the point where I didn’t hesitate to use any means necessary. I was so desperate.”

Seoran was momentarily speechless. She hadn’t known about this dark chapter in his past. Did her probing question inadvertently stir up painful wounds?

The joking smile from Yeomoo reassured the visibly uneasy Seoran.

“I see what you’re thinking. But listen a bit more. The outcome feels a bit different. Anyway, at that time, I started manipulating a woman who admired me. 

“I saw her merely as a target for my spiritual training. It was really a despicable act.

“She probably knew my intentions, but she didn’t give up and continued to love me.

“She believed that love could change a person. So, what do you think happened in the end?”

 “Did you repent?”

“Yeah, so now we’re a couple. I’m still living with repentance.”

“Wow!”

Seoran had long forgotten about enlightenment or whatever it was supposed to be.

Fortunately, Yeomoo remembered.

“Now, here’s the lesson.”

“When I was young, I was so desperate to become strong.”

“I was willing to use even someone else’s love when my progress in practice stalled. 

“Why was I so obsessed with strength?”

“Perhaps we should approach the problem from the perspective that all attachments stem from deficiencies.”

“What deficiency made me crave power?”

“Well, maybe a desire for revenge or hatred?”

Yeomoo shook his head.

“No, not quite.

That’s what I thought at first too.

 But one day, when I was with my wife, I suddenly realized. 

The emotion driving me was sadness.

 The reason I was fixated on strength wasn’t revenge or hatred. 


It was the sadness and helplessness of not being able to protect the person I loved. That was my deficiency and lack. 

That was my enlightenment.

 After filling the hole of sorrow in my heart with love, I finally became an enlightened monk.

Remember, if you don’t know yourself, you can’t know your deficiencies or fill them. That’s the moral of my story.”

“Was that love directed towards your wife?”

“Of course. I really love her.”

Grateful for listening to his long story, Seoran took another bamboo shoot from Yeomoo and headed home as it was getting late.

As she walked, she continued to ponder the story she had just heard.

Something seemed to be coming to mind.





 
  
    Chapter 14: Accumulation Stage – 2


What is my deficiency?

Seoran pondered while taking a bath.

Then, she suddenly thought of the body part she had lost forever.

Could it be?

When she lowered her head, she could see her lower body submerged in water.

In her previous life, there was a spongy tissue attached there.

But now, it was smooth.

Could it be that the cause is involuntary castration?

Then there’s no solution!

No, that can’t be it.

Seoran thought that parting with a specific body part didn’t hold much significance anymore.

Of course, in the early days of her reincarnation, it was a huge shock.

She even got scolded for denying reality and fiddling with her groin all day.

But the pain of loss was all in the past now.

Seoran fell back into her thoughts.

As the bathwater cooled, she had a breakthrough in her thinking.

Attachment stems from deficiency.

Then wouldn’t finding out what one is attached to also reveal the deficiency?

“Eureka!”

*******

Seoran immediately jumped out of the bath.

Seoran started asking her acquaintances right away.

The first person she questioned was Hoe Hyemun.

“Have you ever felt that I’m overly attached or obsessed with something?”

“Yes, I have.”

Seoran, surprised, asked again.

“What kind of attachment did you sense in me?”

“I felt a fierce attachment to martial arts! Such remarkable skill can only be born out of great love. In that sense, your attachment to martial arts is akin to a lovesickness.”

It was an opinion that Seoran found hard to accept.

No matter how much she thought about it, it seemed like Ho’s fantasy.

She seemed so rational when she first met her.

Seoran moved on to the next person.

“Have you ever felt that I’m overly attached or obsessed with something?”

Wiping an herbal jar with a rag, Lageum answered.

“Of course I have.”

Seoran’s eyes lit up as she asked.

“Really? What is it?”

“You love training, sis. You wake up in the morning to meditate, then train in the martial arts field, work out after lunch, and meditate again after dinner. All that training is a disease, a disease.”

Seoran pouted her lips like a duck’s beak and grumbled at the nagging conclusion.

“It’s not like I’m that peculiar… don’t most monks do the same?”

She held back the words on the tip of her tongue, questioning if Lageum liked to play too much.

“No way! Why do you think the sect has a rule to take a day off every five days? It’s all so that we can enjoy hobbies and spend time with friends.”

Ojukmun allows a day off every five days.

Except for the minimum necessary tasks to run the sect, there are no chores or group training on that day.

On that day, disciples are encouraged to rest.

Lageum usually hangs out with friends.

Every time, she invited Seoran to join, but Seoran always refused, saying she needed to train.

For reference, Seoran has never taken a day off since joining Ohjukmun.

Lageum continued to point out Seoran’s training addiction.

“I always tell you, sis, to chat and meet people. How can someone train every day without taking a break?

My mom said that could make you sick. You need to go outside, get some sunlight, and take naps to live healthily.”

“A monk can’t get sick.”

Seoran timidly retorted.

But it was like pouring oil on a fire.

Lageum stopped cleaning and started ranting.

“It would be better if you got sick. At least then you’d realize something’s wrong with your lifestyle. How can you fix it if you don’t even know you have a problem? Monks who live like that will ruin their health.”

“I take my pills regularly, so I’m fine.”

“Read between the lines! And those pills should be confiscated! You don’t even know what you’re doing wrong!”

As Lageum started shouting, a startled Seoran quickly ran away.

Far from the medicine building, Seoran muttered to herself.

“She gets mad just because I don’t hang out with her on holidays. She’s like a child.”

Seoran pondered who to ask next.

And then she stopped.

There was no one else to ask.

This attachment that even Seoran herself doesn’t know about.

It had to be pointed out by someone who had observed her for a long time.

But the only people Seoran talked to were Ho Hyemun and Lageum.

No, my social circle can’t be that small.

There must be someone else.

Think quickly.

“Oh, right, there’s that person!”

Seoran ran straight to the martial arts building.

The person she sought was Monk Ma.

The same Monk Ma had collaborated on Seoran’s physical remodeling with the Ojukmun’s secret body training method over the past year.

When she asked him the same question while he was working out, the answer was similar to the previous two.

Whether it was ambition or obsession, Seoran’s dedication to the physical training process was deemed exceptional.

Three witnesses testified.

With three people pointing it out, Seoran had to admit it.

Seoran went home with a gloomy face.


Am I really obsessed with training?

Maybe I should try taking a break for a day?

The next day happened to be a holiday.

When Lageum inevitably came to invite her to play, Seoran nodded.

Seeing Lageum’s radiant smile made her feel a bit guilty.

Alright, even if it’s not for enlightenment, I’ll play more often from now on.

With this resolve, they arrived at the creek.

Seeing the famous Seoran, the young girls were delighted.

Lageum was also happy to play with her beloved sister.

But the one who enjoyed it the most was Ryu Seoran.

She was the most excited, skipping meals to play in the water.

It wasn’t until sunset that Seoran got out of the water.

Promising to play again on the next holiday, Seoran and the children parted ways.

Playing in the water was genuinely fun.

The kids’ compliments on her swimming skills felt good too.

While lying in bed, savoring the happy afterglow, a memory suddenly flashed through Seoran’s mind.

*******

It was a memory from a past life.

Specifically, an elementary school art class day.

The subject was clay crafts.

‘Oh, is this a penguin?’

‘Yes, teacher.’

‘You made it very well. Can I take a picture and put it in the school newspaper?’

‘Yes!’

And the clay penguin Seoran made was prominently featured in the school newspaper.

The clay penguin Seoran made was truly impressive.

It wasn’t just good for an elementary student, but even by adult standards, it showed a sense of aesthetics.

It was clearly a glimpse of talent.

Every student and teacher who saw it praised Seoran.

The curiosity and amazement in their reactions made Seoran’s heart race, causing her to lose sleep that night.

Of course, the interest didn’t last long and soon faded.

It was just a small drop of attention.

But it was enough to sprout a withered seed.

The neglected boy, who was withering in poverty and domestic strife, began to grow with such a trivial trigger.

His introverted nature remained, but he became a bit more proactive.

He studied, went to college, and got a job.

He received excellent grades, entered a prestigious university, and got hired at a major company.

People praised Seoran’s competitive spirit and ambition.

Even Seoran believed that what drove her was her competitive spirit and ambition.

But what Seoran truly wanted was not victories won through fierce competition or the rise in social status.

What fundamentally changed Seoran was the attention encapsulated in a single compliment from her homeroom teacher.

In a state of deep concentration, Seoran repeatedly questioned herself.

Why did I decide to become a sage?

Because I wanted to become a precious person.

Why did I immerse myself in training every day without rest after joining Ohjukmun?

Because everyone praised me as the future of the sect.

Why did I volunteer for the rigorous physical training?

To prove that I am stronger than a wooden doll.

Why did I complete the preliminary rounds without giving up?

Because I didn’t want to disappoint the voices cheering for me.

Why did I endure the pain and continue the matches?

To fulfill the hopes of the people.

Why wasn’t I disappointed in losing, in the end?

Because victory wasn’t the goal in the first place.

Why did I work so hard?

Because I thought I would be praised.

I thought they would care about me.

I thought they would love me.

Throughout his life, the boy suffered from a sense of lack.

Even while succeeding and outpacing competitors in society, that thirst was never quenched.

She wanted to fill the emptiness inside.

She craved what she didn’t receive from her parents in childhood.

That longing didn’t disappear even when the boy was reborn as a girl.

Seoran still wanted love.


Only love.

At that moment, she felt something click into place inside.

Spiritual energy filled the room, breaking the wooden window frames, tossing furniture, and swirling like a storm, engulfing Seoran in flames.

And it transformed the clay shaped by the boy and the girl into porcelain.

By dawn, Seoran finally reached the state of accumulation.



 
  
    Chapter 15: Accumulation Stage-3


I really liked receiving attention.

Seoran, who had become a transcendent being, had complex emotions.

What should I say if someone asks?

Is accepting that I am a manifestation of a desire for recognition my enlightenment?

Is it really okay to reach the Accumulation stage with such a petty self-reflection?

If this is the case, wouldn’t it be better to be a manifestation of competitiveness?

Of course, now I know that’s not the case.

Seoran is someone who craves love.

But it’s also a bit embarrassing to reveal that to others.

Maybe that’s why people always gloss over their enlightenment.

Everyone would be embarrassed to expose their inner selves completely.

They just use impressive words to vaguely cover it up.

Thinking this way, Seoran began to admire the monk she met before.

To help others, she revealed the deep scars within her.

It’s like the brave act of reciting a self-written poem with early morning emotions in front of all your relatives.

Seoran couldn’t imagine having such confidence.

Next time we meet, I must thank her.

With that resolution, Seoran opened her eyes.

Then she looked around.

The house was a complete mess.

All the windows and doors were shattered, and none of the furniture was intact.

Moreover, contrary to her last memory, Seoran had awakened in the first-floor training room.

Looking up, she saw a hole in the second-floor floor.

When will I clean all this up?

Seeing the chaotic state of the house, she felt truly troubled.

Seoran decided to deal with the most urgent matter first.

So, she pulled out some relatively intact clothes from the wreckage of the broken wardrobe, got dressed, and left the house.

Upon arriving at the registry hall, Seoran said,

“I’ve come to report that I reached Accumulation stage last night.”

“Accumulation stage at sixteen years old!”

Ojukmun was turned upside down.

Immediately, the senior monks, the decision-making monks, were convened.

“Sixteen? Has there been such a precedent?”

“Well, according to Ojukmun’s records, she is the youngest.”

“How old was the previous fastest monk to reach Accumulation stage?”

“Nineteen, I believe. It happened a thousand years ago.”

“But wasn’t Ryu Seoran struggling with the enlightenment issue? It was clearly mentioned in the report from a few days ago.”

“Indeed, unless she had some extraordinary encounter…”

“An encounter within the sect’s grounds? An extraordinary encounter?”

The decision-making monks were all confused.

No one had expected Seoran to overcome her hurdle so suddenly.

They thought it would take at least a few more years.

At that moment, one of the decision-making monks changed the subject.

“But does the reason matter right now? Anyway, she has attained enlightenment and ascended, which is something to celebrate.”

“That’s true. There’s nothing bad about reaching a higher state quickly.”

“Then let’s immediately start building her spiritual power and teaching her spells.”

“I’m really looking forward to it.”

A cheerful atmosphere flowed in the conference room.

Then someone expressed a bit of regret.

“It’s still a bit of a shame. It would have been better if she had reached Accumulation stage a few years later.”

“A shame? How could reaching Accumulation stage at a younger age be a bad thing?”

“Ryu Seoran lived in a peasant family until she was fourteen. She didn’t receive balanced nutrition, so she is a bit smaller in stature than other monks her age.”

“So what?”

“If she had more time, wouldn’t she have grown taller and more robust? She seems quite interested in martial arts. But now that she has reached Accumulation stage, it’s a meaningless assumption.”

It turned out they were talking about height.

When one reaches Accumulation stage, they become immortal, and their appearance remains unchanged forever.

Naturally, this means they stop growing taller.

The other monks, hearing this, looked at each other and laughed.

“Now that she will be learning spells, what does her physique matter? Martial arts can just be enjoyed as a hobby.”

“Exactly. And I’ve never heard of a woman being concerned about being too short. Maybe if she were worried about being too tall.”

“Ryu Seoran probably has her own thoughts. Now that she’s a Accumulation stage monk, worrying about her like a child is not appropriate.”

“Hearing that, I suppose you’re right. It was unnecessary worry.”

The monk who initially raised the concern felt relieved.

Surely, she knew what she was doing?

It seems that being a bit short doesn’t matter.

After all, she’s not a man.

The monks continued their meeting in a pleasant mood.

Accumulation stage monk Ryu Seoran received several books and returned home.

She stepped into her home, which had turned into a wreck overnight, and looked around.

All the furniture was broken, turned into firewood.

Even the second-floor floor and the first-floor ceiling had collapsed, making the house an impromptu multi-story structure.

She felt overwhelmed, not knowing where to start.

In the past, Seoran would have been driven by her competitive spirit, desperate to repair the house.

Someone who can seriously battle a claw machine could also fight against a building.

But now Seoran realized.

All that obsession and determination were futile.

Seoran’s competitiveness and desire for improvement were twisted manifestations of her need for recognition.

Seoran, who had always been sincere even to inanimate objects, was no more.

Seoran, who had let go of her obsessions, became a sage.


So she simply sat down on the floor filled with wood chips and dust and opened her book.

It was time for an enjoyable study session.

The first book she opened was on the local earth energy technique ‘Jeongtochukgyeol’.

Roughly translated, it meant ‘The secret to accumulating pure earth energy power’.

Turning the first page, the method to accumulate energy was laid out in order.

First, find a place full of spiritual energy.

Second, stimulate your spiritual roots to draw in the surrounding energy.

Third, condense the energy into spiritual power.

Seoran immediately hugged a large earth energy stone and stimulated her spiritual roots.

This wasn’t about tensing a specific part of the body like Kegel exercises.

It was a mental activity requiring a high level of concentration.

The large energy stone, the size of a human head, melted away in an instant.

Having absorbed a great amount of pure earth energy, Seoran held her breath.

Reciting the law written in the book, the energy slowly condensed into spiritual power.

After a while, Seoran exhaled the breath she had been holding.

She had already transformed all the absorbed energy into spiritual power.

It wasn’t that difficult.

Turning the page, the next content appeared.

The spiritual energy floating in the world contains the five elemental energies: fire, water, wood, metal, and earth.

The proportions vary depending on the location, but unless it’s an extreme case like near an active volcano, they are more or less the same.

This meant that natural spiritual energy was not pure.

And this fact posed a problem when a monk stimulates their spiritual roots to absorb energy.

Spiritual roots attract energy of the same attribute as themselves.

Naturally, a monk with multiple attributes will inevitably draw in various types of energy into their body.

A monk with five attributes will absorb energy of all five types.

A monk with three attributes like fire, wood, and metal will absorb fire energy, wood energy, and metal energy.

Even using a single-attribute energy stone in practice cannot completely exclude impurities in the atmosphere.

Transforming mixed-attribute energy into spiritual power results in impure spiritual power.

However, impure spiritual power cannot compete with pure spiritual power.

Therefore, an additional process to remove impurities and create pure spiritual power is necessary.

Taking Lageum as an example, this is how it works.

As a monk with three attributes of fire, wood, and metal, when reaching Accumulation stage, she must choose one of these attributes.

If she chooses fire attribute technique, she must create spiritual power and then remove the impurities of wood and metal spiritual power.

After this purification process, she finally obtains pure fire spiritual power.

But a monk with only one attribute has nothing to worry about.

Since Seoran only has the earth attribute spiritual root, she can absorb energy and directly turn it into pure earth spiritual power.

Seoran skipped the entire purification process.

Thirty-third, if you continuously repeat the above process, you can reach the decision-making stage.

That was the end.

I just need to keep accumulating spiritual power.

It’s really simple, isn’t it?

As expected of a single-attribute spiritual root, I had faith in it.

Nodding, Seoran turned the page.

The rest was just an appendix.

Locations ideal for practice for those with the earth spiritual root.

Useful advice to know.

A few simple techniques that even beginners could learn were included.

What caught Seoran’s interest were the techniques called Earth Spirit Control and Spirit Sight.

Earth Spirit Control was a technique that used pure earth spiritual power to manipulate soil or rocks.

It was actually so easy that calling it a technique felt like an exaggeration.

Thus, it’s said that those with earth spiritual roots who reach the decision-making stage usually learn Earth Spirit Control first.

Reciting the technique’s incantation and forming a seal with her hands, the technique activated immediately.

Dust floating in the air clumped together into a ball.

A small dirt sphere formed on Seoran’s palm.

Satisfied, Seoran then activated the Spirit Sight technique.

It was more challenging than Earth Spirit Control but not overly difficult.

Seoran’s eyes emitted a yellow glow.

Looking around, she could see the previously invisible flow of spiritual energy.

So, this is why having Spirit Sight lets you identify others with spiritual roots?

Seoran, intrigued, looked around and noticed a strong flow of spiritual energy emanating from a corner of the first-floor training hall.


Approaching out of curiosity, she found a sparring wooden dummy as the source.

The body of the wooden dummy, which had been intact a few days ago, was now split vertically.

Putting her hand into the gap where the energy was leaking, she felt the texture of paper.

Seoran immediately split the wooden dummy with both hands.

Inside was a thick book.
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On the cover, it said “Study of Learning Dolls.”

Seoran turned the pages with a hopeful heart.

“As a disciple, the old man…”

As soon as she read the first line of the preface, Seoran shouted.

“Opportunity!”

Opportunity refers to that.

The luck that makes the protagonist of martial arts novels the best master in the world.

At the bottom of the cliff where the protagonist falls, there is always martial arts left by a hidden master.

At that time, there is always a letter placed together, and the first line usually starts with “As a disciple, the old man…”

Seoran quickly began to read the contents.

The preface was very short.

The author wanted to play a prank before dying.

If he left behind an amazing masterpiece but didn’t tell the method of its creation, people would feel very regretful, right?

It seemed he wanted to control the emotions of other practitioners even after death.

So, he just did that.

Instead of leaving his doll-making research neatly, he hid it inside a wooden doll.

There are only two conditions for the research sealed in the wooden doll to be released.

First, the smoke mechanism that is imprinted as the owner must rise to the purification mechanism.

The creator wanted to pass his research to someone who loved dolls.

That’s why he deliberately made the doll weak.

So that someone among the smoke mechanism practitioners would use it for martial arts training.

The insane consumption of spiritual stones was also part of the test.

It’s not just about having a lot of spiritual stones.

You have to keep sparring endlessly while using numerous spiritual stones.

In the process, if certain conditions are met, the connection between the doll and the owner strengthens.

Finally, the moment the owner rises to the purification mechanism, a signal is sent to the wooden doll through that connection. The seal is lifted, and the research meets its owner.

Second, a hundred years must pass after the seal.

This was in case no doll enthusiast appeared.

With the passage of time, the seal is lifted, and the research becomes the property of Ojukmun.

It’s too precious to throw away the results of his research.

“To the disciple who inherited my research, I hope you reach the ultimate goal of doll-making.”

That’s how the preface ended.

The rest was all related to doll-making research.

There were specialized terms that an ordinary person could not understand.

Seoran tried reading about three lines as a test.

And she immediately felt dizzy and closed the book.

She was shocked to face terrible writing that didn’t consider the reader’s background knowledge and readability.

Seoran, sitting on the split wooden doll used as a chair, pondered.

It’s good that it’s an opportunity.

Can I just take this?

It came from a borrowed wooden doll.

According to Seoran’s common sense, it is right to return valuable items found inside borrowed goods.

Moreover, the borrowed wooden doll was even split in half.

An angel in her head shouted.

“Return it immediately!”

Not to be outdone, a devil also shouted.

“What are you talking about? Of course, you should take it secretly!”

Seoran’s dilemma only deepened.

Should I return it since it came from the rented wooden doll?

But the creator said it was meant for me?

Return just the remains of the wooden doll and keep the research book?

In her mind, the angel and devil were having an intense debate.

Return it? Keep it?

But do I really have to choose just one?

Why not just make a copy?

The angel and devil, who had been at each other’s throats, suddenly stopped fighting.

“Alright, let’s head to the library right away.”

Would there be a difference between a copy and the original?

It’s not like it’s a one-on-one inheritance, so the author wouldn’t mind.

The angel and devil exchanged an awkward hug.

Seoran ran to the library.

*****

The person in charge said.

“You’ve been worrying about nothing.”

“Why?!”

Seoran asked in surprise.

“It’s already decided by the sect’s laws. Anything a practitioner acquires is their personal property. Of course, you can submit it and exchange it for a reward that matches its value.”

“It’s a book that came out of a training wooden doll I borrowed from the martial arts hall. Does that matter?”

“Hiding treasures in ordinary-looking items is very common. There are even legal provisions for such cases.”

The person in charge quickly flipped through a thick law book.

“Let’s see, here it is. You just have to compensate for the value of the damaged item. What did you break?”

“It’s a training wooden doll I borrowed from the martial arts hall.”

The person in charge brought out a large ledger and flipped through the pages again.

“Martial arts hall, rental list, wooden doll. Ah, here it is.”

She looked up and said.

“Just compensate with ten small spirit stones.”

“Is it that cheap?”

“It wasn’t intentionally damaged, right? There was no negligence in handling it either. In unavoidable circumstances, there’s a significant discount. Besides, it wasn’t valued highly in the first place. It was just taking up space in the storage. Such items are always like that. Make the compensation at the martial arts hall. By the way, do you have any intention of sharing the book that came out of the wooden doll with the sect? You can keep the original and just submit a copy for appraisal and receive a reward.”

Seoran nodded and handed over the research book.

The person in charge wrote something down and said,

“It will take a few days for the transcription and appraisal. When the reward amount is determined, this bell will ring, and you can come to pick it up then. Oh, and you recently reached the purification stage, right? Please take this information leaflet as well.”

Seoran took the bell and the leaflet and left the library.

The bell will ring?

It’s like a café buzzer. They have all sorts of things here.

If I look closely, maybe there’s even a kiosk?

Seoran stopped by the martial arts hall to pay the spirit stones and then returned home.

Lying casually on the stone slab in the training hall, Seoran opened the leaflet she received earlier.

“You can do it too, the Initial Step in Martial Arts.
Being confined to a small room and repeatedly meditating will never lead to ascension.
People live outside the sect battle arena as well.
Explore the secular world and broaden your horizons.
If you meet the following conditions, don’t hesitate to apply.
One: Reach the purification stage.
One: Familiarize yourself with the guidelines for secular behavior.
One: Learn various spells listed below.
Insight Spell, Transformation Spell, Concealment Spell, Utility Spell, Barrier Spell.
If you pass a simple aptitude test, you will receive an exit permit.”

After carefully reading the leaflet, Seoran nodded.

It made a lot of sense.

An extremely closed and monotonous life could lead to narrow-mindedness.

Even for Seoran, when she was shut in her room just meditating, she couldn’t overcome her obstacles.

Then, after taking advice and going for a swim during a holiday, she reached the purification stage.

If she hadn’t met the hermit at the waterfall, she would still be secluded.

What did he say again?

Cultivation is about transcending humanity.
Transcendence is about filling in the gaps.
To understand your deficiencies, look within.

Now that I think about it, those words make perfect sense.

He is indeed a top-notch instructor in the cultivation world.

He must be a very high-ranking practitioner.

Seoran set her next goal.

First, meet the conditions to get an exit permit.

Then, travel the world to broaden her horizons.

The first step was studying spells.

Seoran happily rummaged through her pile of books.

When she received the local cultivation technique “Pure Earth Condensation,” she remembered getting some basic spell books as well.

Fortunately, she had all the necessary spell books.

First, Insight Spell.

It allows you to see invisible things like spiritual energy or magical power.
Seoran had already mastered it.

Second, Transformation Spell.

In the blink of an eye, it’s a spell that transforms you into an animal.

It requires the process of observing and understanding the target.

Third, Concealment Spell.

It’s a spell that hides people or objects.

Although it can be seen through with the Insight Spell, it’s effective against ordinary people.


Fourth, Utility Spell.

It allows you to handle magical tools created by practitioners.

An example is the flying magical tools that practitioners at the purification stage always ride.

Fifth, Barrier Spell.

It’s used to defend against moving objects or protect specific areas.

There is no other spell that matches its versatility.

Seoran laid out the four books, excluding the Insight Spell, on the floor and pondered.

Which one should I learn first?

The Transformation Spell seems like it will take a long time, so it’s for later.

Since I don’t have any magical tools right now, the Utility Spell is also for later.

What remains are the Concealment Spell and the Barrier Spell.

Alright, let’s start with the Concealment Spell.

Seoran immediately opened the Concealment Spell book.

******

That night, Lageum visited Seoran’s house.

She came to congratulate Seoran for becoming a purification stage practitioner.

So she brought some fruits and rice cakes.

But when she arrived at the residence, Lageum couldn’t bring herself to step forward.

The second-story pavilion, destroyed in the process of reaching the purification stage, was a complete ruin.

The doors and window frames were all broken, and the warped wooden planks kept creaking.

To make things worse, the lights were out, making the atmosphere very eerie.

Lageum mustered up the courage and took a step forward.

“Sister? Sister, are you already asleep?”

Her voice trembled with fear.

Then, someone tapped Lageum’s shoulder.

Startled, she turned around, but no one was there.

No way?

That can’t be.

Someone definitely tapped me.

Terrified, Lageum spun around in place.

But there was no one on the first floor.

Lageum felt like crying.

Then someone tapped her shoulder again.


“Eek!”

With a scream, Lageum fainted.

“Uh…”

Seoran suddenly appeared in the air.

She had a guilty look, like a puppy that had broken a valuable vase.
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Seoran didn’t pretend to be a ghost on purpose.

While diligently practicing concealment techniques, Lageum came to visit.

Naturally, Seoran greeted Lageum warmly.

She simply forgot that she was still casting the concealment technique.

The concealment technique hides specific objects or places.

At this time, it also erases any sounds or smells from the target.

Therefore, even if you look with spirit vision, you can only see the figure, but not hear any sound.

And Seoran didn’t know this fact.

It was only natural for her to feel puzzled by Lageum, who couldn’t hear her own voice no matter how much she called out.

In the end, she tried physical contact, which caused this situation.

“I see…”

After hearing the circumstances, Lageum nodded.

The two were lying side by side.

Sunlight was streaming in through a hole in the house.

Because Lageum had fainted all night.

Fortunately, Lageum had submitted an overnight stay request to the dormitory supervisor yesterday.

She had intended to sleep over from the start.

Thanks to that, she avoided the punishment of cleaning the bathroom.

Lageum , who had risen from a dust pit, looked around.

“But why are we lying on the first floor?”

“The second floor collapsed.”

Lageum tilted her head back to look up.

Indeed, she could see the roof directly.

She wondered how they managed to sleep in such a place.

“Shall we wash up? I have to go for morning training.”

“Okay.”

Seoran went to the basement to bring out the bath tub.

Lageum also got up and went to the back door of the hall.

Next to the broken door was the water bucket delivered this morning.

Lageum lifted the wooden bucket full of water and brought it back inside.

The bath tub was big enough for two girls to fit in.

“Sister, where’s the screen?”

“Over there.”

Seoran pointed to a pile of firewood with her hand. There wasn’t a single piece of intact furniture in sight.

It was questionable whether daily life was even possible here.

“No door, no screen. There’s nothing here! How is this any different from being homeless?”

“Don’t worry, I have a plan.”

Seoran said confidently.

“What plan?”

“We just need to use the concealment technique while bathing.”

The concealment technique hides the figure, sound, and smell.

With this, you could walk naked in the middle of the street without feeling embarrassed.

Since you’re invisible in the first place.

Lageum frowned.

“What a stupid idea.”

“Why, you don’t like it?”

“Let’s do it right now.”

Iageum tilted the bucket and filled the bath tub with water. Seoran also used the concealment technique to cover them with a dome-shaped barrier. The two of them undressed and got into the wooden tub.

The cold water instantly cleared their minds.

The dirt and sweat were washed away.

As Lageum splashed water on her face, she suddenly asked.

“But why do you always close your eyes when you bathe?”

Seoran always felt uncomfortable when other women exposed themselves in front of her.

It was because the triangle in her mind would spin furiously.

But she didn’t have the confidence to explain that.

So she just made up a vague excuse.

“It stings if soap gets in my eyes.”

“Oh, come on, you’re not a kid.”

The two of them chatted and washed together.

*****

Lageum left for her morning training.

Seoran had graduated from group training as of yesterday.

The art of spirit suppression doesn’t involve muscle loss or growth.

It’s like a baked ceramic that can break but won’t change its shape.

Unless there’s a special reason, like training assistants Ma and Su, there’s no need for exercise.

So Seoran’s daily schedule was entirely free time.

Sitting on the overturned bath tub like a chair, Seoran read a book by the sunlight coming through a hole in the wall.

It was about barrier techniques and practical magic.

After mastering two spells in half a day, Seoran had lunch and headed to the artifact hall.

She wanted to borrow a shared boat.

After filling out a simple form, she was able to borrow it right away.

When she activated the practical magic, it floated up.

Operating the flying artifact wasn’t too difficult.

It felt like riding an electric scooter.

Soaring through the clouds, Seoran arrived at a forest beneath a cliff.

The sun shone brightly and a cool breeze blew.

Seoran placed a ripe fruit on the grass and concealed herself.

As she enjoyed the fresh scent of the grass, a white rabbit hopped toward her from afar.

The target had taken the bait.


Seoran was looking for animals to practice transformation magic.

She planned to observe about three animals before returning.

The rabbit, feeling safe after looking around, began to nibble on the fruit.

Seoran smiled a fatherly smile at the cute sight.

Then a red fox sprang from the bushes and bit the rabbit’s neck.

“Huh?”

Regardless of Seoran’s confusion, the fox gulped down the half-eaten fruit in one bite.

Then it picked up the rabbit it had just killed and disappeared into the bushes.

Seoran moved the boat to follow it.

As her bewilderment faded, she noticed the fox’s appearance.

Its fur was glossy, indicating it was well-nourished.

When it smiled, Seoran could understand why foxes were considered enchanting creatures.

It was really cute.

Seoran smiled even brighter than before.

She had long forgotten about the rabbit.

Using her concealment technique, Seoran tailed the fox for a while.

******

Lageum , waiting for dinner with Seoran, couldn’t believe her eyes.

A smiling fox was trotting towards the dining hall building.

What in the world?

What was its intention?

Did it want to become food?

The fox stopped at Lageum’s feet and barked proudly.

“Kkaang! Kkaang!”

A confused Lageum suddenly thought of a close friend.

“Is that you, unnie?”

The fox did a backward somersault and transformed into a person.

It was, of course, the master of transformation magic, Ryu Seoran.

“How was my transformation? Wasn’t it perfect?”

Her face was full of pride.

Lageum displayed the ultimate social skill.

In other words, she praised her enthusiastically.

“Wow, that was perfect! Unnie, can you show me one more time? Please?”

Seoran, holding her head high, acted proud.

“You’re not supposed to show this kind of thing recklessly. But for you, I’ll make an exception.”

Seoran immediately did a somersault and transformed into a fox.

Then she looked at Lageum as if expecting more praise.

Lageum thought it was a skill to look so arrogant with a fox face.

The praise from Lageum didn’t stop until dinner was over.

After finishing their meal, the two left the dining hall building.

Seoran led Lageum to a nearby open space.

There was a shared boat.

“Ooof!”

Seoran, who had boarded the boat, said.

Lageum started to get curious.

How far would she go if she kept agreeing?

They flew through the night sky and arrived at Seoran’s two-story pavilion.

“Now, throw it at me with all your strength.”

Seoran handed over a basin filled with water.

“Really?”

“Don’t worry, don’t worry.”

Lageum, still being urged, threw the water in the basin with all her strength.

Seoran, who had been waiting, formed a hand seal.

Yellow purified spiritual energy burst forth.

The spiritual energy, forming a translucent sphere, evaporated all the thrown water.

It was a flawlessly executed barrier technique.

She had even activated it without the incantation, using only the hand seal.

This level of mastery was too impressive to be shown off as a mere parlor trick to a child.

“Wow!”

This genuinely surprised Lageum .

Lageum, who had many friends and had heard many things, knew how difficult barrier techniques were.

To activate such a challenging barrier technique without an incantation was something not many could do.

Seoran, full of herself, said.

“Lageum, we’ll have to part ways for a while.”

“Why?”

Looking at the moon through the gap in the broken wall, Seoran solemnly declared.

“I’m thinking of going on a journey to the mundane world.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“Wasn’t there some kind of test? You need to pass it to get the permission to leave, right?”

“The condition was to master all the techniques I just showed you.”

“There’s no written exam?”

There is, called the Guideline for Mundane Actions.

And Seoran had never read the guideline.

Being from the mundane world, she thought little of the written test.

“The truth isn’t in the text, Lageum. The truth is obtained through experience.”

“You seem pretty confident?”

“Of course.”

Seoran had no doubt that she would pass.

How hard could a written test be?

Probably no harder than a primary school ethics exam.

Question: What is the appropriate response when you find a fallen traveler on a mountain path?

Answer: Administer first aid and take them to the nearest village.

It seemed impossible for a sensible person to fail.

“You always end up making mistakes when you’re like this…”

The next day, Seoran ran to the exam hall as soon as the day broke.

Vision techniques, transformation techniques, concealment techniques, usage techniques, barrier techniques.

Her outstanding mastery of techniques, which seemed unbelievable for someone who had crammed last minute, shocked the examiners.

Having easily achieved a perfect score in the practical exam, Seoran confidently walked to the written exam hall.


And she received the test paper.

Question 1:

During a pursuit by the spiritual cultivator ‘Byeong’ from the spiritual cultivation sect ‘Eul,’ which has maintained a three-stage alliance with the spiritual cultivation sect ‘Gap’ for a hundred years, both Byeong and the independent spiritual cultivator ‘Jeong’ trespassed into the territory of ‘Gap.’

During their confrontation, they caused casualties and property damage. In this scenario, justify the grounds for sanctioning the spiritual cultivators ‘Byeong’ and ‘Jeong’ based on customary laws concerning border crossing, treaties between allied spiritual cultivation sects, and historical traditions among general spiritual cultivation sects, in no less than 2,000 characters.

Seoran, like an elementary school student who had mistakenly entered a bar exam room, looked despondent.
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The conditions to pass the aptitude test are simple.

You need a total score of seventy points, combining fifty points in practical skills and fifty points in theory.

Seoran only needed to score twenty points on the theory exam to get an exit permit.

The theory exam consisted of five questions.

Each question was worth ten points.

Naturally, Seoran got all of them wrong.

Seoran went home holding her zero-point exam paper.

“I’m back.”

Lageum , who had been dusting and taking out the trash, greeted her.

“Sister, how was the exam?”

Seoran shook her head.

The droop in her mouth suggested she was deeply disheartened.

She looked like someone who had just received a terminal diagnosis.

Lageum liked to tease but wasn’t cold-hearted enough to mock someone who had just failed an exam.

So, she changed the subject.

“You skipped meals because of the exam, didn’t you? Want some rice cakes?”

“I just want to sleep…”

Seoran entered the bath and curled up like a pill bug.

She just wanted to be alone.

Lageum went back to her lodging but returned early the next morning.

Seoran, having shaken off her self-reproach, spoke while stuffing her mouth with rice cakes.

“I was careless this time. Next time will be different.”

Seoran boasted confidently.

Then, she set out to gather information.

The outcome of exams often hinges on information.

The theory exam used a question bank system.

Countless questions were prepared in advance, and five were selected for each test.

Feeling vindicated, Seoran smiled triumphantly.

Of course.

How could they create new questions every time there was a candidate?

I just need to memorize all the past questions.

So, she hurried to the library.

“Give me all the past exam papers for secular conduct guidelines.”

The librarian brought out eight waist-high boxes from the storage room.

“Huh?”

“Do you have a boat?”

“Outside, yes…”

“Then we’ll load them for you.”

Several adept monks working at the library started loading the boxes onto Seoran’s boat.

These are all past exam papers?

Not scrolls, but books?

Is this the bar exam or something? When am I going to get through all this?

The secular conduct guidelines exam does indeed use a question bank system.

However, occasionally, when a good ruling is made, new questions are added irregularly.

Over thousands of years, this results in an overwhelming accumulation of past exam questions.

In essence, this makes the question bank system almost irrelevant.

Seoran returned home by boat, which was so heavy that it moved slowly.

*****

Seoran suddenly became a student.

She used her tireless body and always-clear mind to study.

Time flew by.

Summer passed and autumn arrived.

Then, a piece of news she had forgotten in her busy study schedule came to her.

Ding-ding!

The paper from the library began to ring by itself.

It seemed that the evaluation of the ‘Study Doll Research’ was finally complete, and she was to receive her reward.

With the ringing paper in hand, Seoran left her house.

When Seoran arrived at the library, she met with the person in charge.

The ‘Study Doll Research’ was decided to be stored in the vault.

It was too difficult for Seoran to read at the moment.

Next was the matter of the reward.

The research book was undeniably genuine, and the value of the recorded research was immeasurable.

Seoran received a Class B reward badge.

The reward system of Ojukmun has four levels: Class A, Class B, Class C, and Class D.

A Class B reward is the second-best reward.

If the research had not been on a minor art like doll crafting, she might have received a Class A reward badge.

Seoran went to the reward hall and submitted her reward badge.

She followed the guide down a long stone staircase.

It was a grand treasure vault carved out of the inside of a rocky mountain.

After a while, they arrived in front of a door inscribed with ‘Class B’.

The enormous door, which seemed too large to have been made by humans, opened by itself.

Countless magical artifacts were on display.

Magical artifacts are wondrous items created by practitioners using their spiritual power.

A flying boat, a wooden doll that moves as if it were alive, a talisman used for crossing battle zones.

All were wonders that ordinary people could not even dream of.

Seoran followed the guide, listening to various explanations.

“What is this?”

“That is an offensive artifact. When the owner recites the spell, the sword flies and doesn’t stop until it pierces the target.”

“Is this a shield?”


“It’s a large mirror. It burns anything it reflects.”

“What kind of artifact is this?”

“It’s an incense burner that emits thick fog. It can cover an entire city in an instant.”

There were so many different artifacts that it was hard to choose.

So, Seoran asked the guide for a recommendation.

“Practitioner Ryu has mastered the Earth Elemental Art, correct?”

“Yes, I’ve mastered the Earth Purification Technique.”

“Then this should suit you well.”

The guide pointed to a stone lotus.

It was a large lotus in full bloom, with enough space in the center for a person to sit.

“This artifact is called ‘Seokyeonhwa.’ Among flying artifacts, it is renowned for its speed and durability. It secures the user during flight, ensuring they won’t fall off even during acrobatic maneuvers. If it weren’t for the fact that it operates solely on Earth Law Power, it would have been classified as a top-tier artifact.”

Seoran listened to the explanation while closely examining the lotus.

Despite being made of stone, it looked almost like a real flower, showcasing the creator’s exceptional aesthetic sense.

It was practically a work of art.

The only downside was its size.

“It looks great, but it seems difficult to store.”

The guide smiled and recited a spell.

The large lotus began to close its petals, shrinking as it did so.

By the time it became a bud, it was about the size of a child’s fist.

Seoran, astonished, asked, “Does it also become lighter?”

“Of course, give it a try.”

When Seoran lifted it, it indeed felt light, about the weight of a potato.

“How do you like it?”

“I love it.”

Seoran was already captivated by the Seokyeonhwa.

The guide seemed pleased, as if expecting this reaction.

*****

The Seokyeonhwa outperformed the shared boat in every aspect.

It excelled in rapid acceleration, deceleration, top speed, and maneuverability.

Even when flying upside down, Seoran remained securely fixed in place.

Seoran quickly developed a fondness for riding the flying artifact.

Flying freely in the open sky was incredibly enjoyable.

She now understood why people risked their lives for skydiving.

This new hobby allowed her to focus even more on her studies.

When she felt stifled from studying, she would take a ride on the Seokyeonhwa.

After experiencing the sense of liberation, she would return to her books with renewed vigor.

Spring arrived after a year filled with many events.

She roasted sweet potatoes with Lageum over fallen leaves.

She trained martial arts amicably with Ho.

She received a letter from Geum Yeong-yeong of the Geumjak faction addressed to the Ojukmun.

And finally, she passed the qualification exam with a perfect score.

After more than six months of effort, Seoran had memorized all the past exam questions.

Genius intellect, tireless physical strength, and the accumulated study experience from past lives—without these, it would have been impossible. It was truly a human triumph.

She could have passed with just around twenty points on the written exam. There was no need to aim for a perfect fifty. But Seoran did just that.

Seoran returned home proudly holding her perfect score exam paper, greeted by Lagem and Ho who applauded silently. They had witnessed firsthand how much effort Seoran had put in. The three embraced each other with deep emotion.

And soon, they began discussing their plans for the future.

“Sister, have you decided on our travel route?” “No, not yet.” “Ryoo Susa, we must visit Yangna’s royal capital at least once in our lives.”

Ho, who had recently grown closer, interjected. She was certainly no fool. Over the past six months, she had come to realize, while Seoran may not particularly love martial arts, everything had been a grand misconception on her part.

Yet, the truth did not drive them apart. Their initial misunderstanding had simply been a catalyst. Seoran was a good friend in her own right. Ho and Seoran had now become true friends.

Of course, the same went for Lagem.

“My friend said that the southwestern region is famous for duck meat. Even royalty frequents it for its deliciousness.”

Their plans were quickly finalized. Ojukmun was located in the central-western part of Yangna. First, they would head east to tour the royal capital. Then, they would fly southwest to indulge in duck cuisine. Lastly, they would head north back to Ojukmun.

No matter how much they thought about it, it was perfect.

Excited, Seoran fell asleep with a fluttering heart. She woke up early in the morning, ready to say her farewells to acquaintances, a task she had completed yesterday.


She packed her backpack in advance and settled into Seokyeonhwa. She swiftly soared into the sky, accelerating her speed. Mountains and clouds seemed to rush behind her.

It didn’t take long to reach Daegyeolgae.

Seoran pulled out her pass-like outing permit and activated her spellcraft to operate the martial arts. The law power drawn into the amulet shot straight ahead, making a small hole in the Daegyeolgae beyond which was the world beyond.

Without hesitation, Seoran escaped Daegyeolgae from now on.

From now on, it’s to the royal capital.
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Seoran did not hurry.

If she flew at top speed on her stone lotus, she would arrive at the royal capital quickly.

But that would not be fun.

She planned to take her time and enjoy the scenery and villages along the way.

So, after leaving the boundary of the Ojuk Gate, she got off the stone lotus after a while.

She intended to walk until she got tired.

Entering the mountain path, Seoran looked around carefully.

After a strict selection, she chose a wooden stick.

Then she used that stick to slash at all the tall grass growing above her waist as she advanced.

The strength that could kill a bear made the stick as effective as a sickle.

It literally cut everything in its path.

She even sliced a snake in half just now.

Seoran, who was making her way through the bushes instead of taking the clear path, discovered a small spring.

Only then did the ruthless slashing maniac stop walking.

Seoran stripped off her clothes and jumped into the water.

She hadn’t bathed in the morning because she left early.

Naked in the middle of nature.

Somehow, it felt liberating.

It felt like her spirit was being cultivated.

Feeling good, Seoran did what she used to do in the bathroom in her past life.

She sang loudly.

The voice of the young girl echoed through the quiet mountains.

Seoran, who was excellently hitting the high notes, noticed the bushes shaking in the distance.

Could it be a fairy and woodcutter situation?

But Seoran’s prediction was wrong.

What jumped out of the bushes was a large tiger. The great tiger, having spotted its prey, immediately lowered its posture. Then, without warning, it leaped at its prey.

The tiger did not hesitate.

It trusted its fangs and claws.

Even boars and bears couldn’t defeat it.

Surely, such a small human would not be able to put up much resistance.

The tiger opened its jaws and bit down on the target’s neck.

And then it felt perplexed.

No matter how much it bit and clawed, it couldn’t inflict any wounds.

Seoran laughed.

“This guy is cute.”

She enjoyed the fluffy fur.

In fact, she could have easily avoided it if she wanted to.

But when else would she get to hug a big cat-like animal?

Seoran hugged the tiger tightly.

The beast, sensing something strange, struggled.

The spine, unable to withstand the immense strength, snapped with a loud crack.

The tiger died instantly, its body going limp.

Seoran threw the corpse out of the water and got dressed.

And then she left the spring.

She didn’t hold any particular grudge.

Seoran liked cats too.

But she couldn’t just let a man-eating beast live because it was cute.

Thus, the tyrant that ruled the entire mountain died.

*****

Walking eastward, Seoran saw smoke rising in the distance and changed her direction.

It didn’t seem like a forest fire, so there must be a village.

It looked like it was going to rain, so she planned to sleep there tonight.

Seoran hid herself with concealment techniques.

As expected, it was a small village.

About a dozen households lived together.

The inhabitants were mostly young.

They built houses in the valley and farmed along the mountainside.

The women were making baskets, and the children were playing among themselves.

It was an idyllic life, like something out of a traditional fairy tale.

Hidden by her spell, Seoran looked around the village for a place to sleep.

A monk should avoid revealing themselves to ordinary people.

It’s a rule of the Ojukmun Gate to prevent worldly chaos.

Eventually, Seoran found a place to lie down in a shrine at the edge of the village.

It was maintained, but few people visited. Seoran chewed on some hard rations behind the altar.

Soon, the sky darkened, and a heavy rain poured down. Using the sound of the rain as a lullaby, Seoran fell asleep. The rain stopped only by dawn.

Then, two voices woke Seoran.

She hurriedly opened her eyes.

Fortunately, her concealment spell was still active.

She relaxed and eavesdropped on the conversation.

“Father, it’s still cold, and you might get sick.”

“I’m not old enough to die from just this.”

It was a middle-aged man and an old man, seemingly a father and son.

The old man was carefully wiping something with a clean cloth dipped in water.

It was a small bear statue enshrined on the altar.

Despite his hands freezing from the cold water, the old man did not stop.

Unable to watch any longer, the son tried to dissuade him.

“Let me do it instead.”

“You can’t do it carelessly like you do! You need to clean it with sincere gratitude for the grace the spirit has given us.”

“What spirit? It was just a bear hibernating.”


“No, you foolish boy! Don’t you know who saved you all this time? If the spirit hadn’t saved me then, you would have died too!”

The old man scolded his son angrily.

The son sighed deeply and left the shrine.

The old man, panting for breath, bowed and prayed to the bear statue.

“Please, spirit, do not be angry.”

And then he began to clean the statue with sincerity once again.

When the old man was young, he encountered a large black bear.

It was during a time when he was climbing the mountain to go to a nearby city in the winter.

While hurrying through the fierce snow, he came across a pack of wolves.

A dozen wolves began to chase the young man.

His heart pounded as if it would burst.

The howls of the wolves grew closer and closer.

Soon, he tripped over a stone and rolled into the snow.

Surrounded by wolves, they awaited the command of their leader.

It was a hopeless situation with no chance of survival.

The young man had already given up on life.

And then, a bear appeared.

It was as black as the night sky.

Like ink spilled on a white canvas.

Following the bold strokes of a heavy brush, the ink divided the world.

The bear, charging fiercely down the snow-covered slope, instantly killed the wolf leader.

The ferocious beasts tangled in a chaotic battle.

Red blood continuously stained the snowy field.

All the wolves were killed.

But the bear was also in a dire state.

Hot blood spurted from its gaping wounds.

Nature is equally merciless to everyone.

No matter how mighty a bear, it was clear it wouldn’t last long.

Bleeding, the bear left.

The man who remained brought a healer from the city.

And saved his son who was suffering from a severe illness.

The bear died, but the boy lived.

The man built a shrine alone.

He made an altar and carved the statue.

No matter what anyone said, he maintained it with devotion.

For decades, he didn’t miss a single day.

After finishing the cleaning, the old man offered small fruits as a tribute and left.

Seoran watched the entire scene.

She didn’t know what the old man had experienced.

But it was clear to anyone.

The old man genuinely revered the spirit.

Seoran looked at the wooden fruits placed on the altar.

They looked delicious at a glance.

Not a single blemish and the color was beautiful.

He must have chosen the best ones and brought them here.

They seemed incredibly tasty, but it didn’t feel right to just eat the offerings meant for the spirit, so she left them there.

Leaving the village, she descended the mountain.

The spring rain that had fallen all night turned the mountain path into a complete mudslide.

So Seoran stepped off the path and walked in a straight line.

She moved leisurely, occasionally watching the mountain birds.

Then she came across the winding mountain road again.

The mud was filled with countless footprints.

All of them were heading towards the village she had stayed in yesterday.

*****

The band of thieves that arrived at the village, just missing Seoran, was a large group of over forty people.

Dozens of strong men blocked the entrance to the village and shouted.

“Come out and surrender while we’re being nice!”

“Yeah, if you behave, we’ll let you live!”

“We’ll just take a little bit of food, so don’t worry!”

No one believed the thieves’ words.

They were just trying to lure the villagers into surrendering.

If they fell for it, all the men would be killed, and the women would suffer terrible fates.

The outlaw group consisted entirely of strong men.

The villagers had a large number of people, but very few who could fight.

The rest were all children, women, and the elderly.

It was a hopeless situation with no chance to escape.

“These damn mongrels…”

The men who gathered to protect their families gritted their teeth.

Their only weapons were farming tools and axes.

With these, they couldn’t drive out the enemies armed with spears and swords.

The old man looked at his relatives with sad eyes.

Terrified children cried, and mothers who were trying to soothe them were equally pale.

Death was approaching.

The thieves, tired of waiting, began to advance on the village.

They hadn’t expected the villagers to surrender anyway.

Spears and swords glinted in the sunlight.

‘This is the end…’

The old man silently shed tears.

And then, a powerful bear’s roar shook the mountain.

The roar of the beast was too terrifying for weak humans to handle.

The villagers and the thieves all froze in place.

Breaking the suffocating silence, a loud crash was heard.

A huge gray bear appeared from a distance.

It was running in a straight line through the densely wooded forest.

The thick trees in its path broke like straws.

The bear quickly closed the distance and charged into the rear of the band of thieves.

It was as if they had collided with a falling boulder.

The twisted limbs of the thieves flew through the air.

Finally regaining his senses, the leader shouted.

“Shit, what are you all doing! It’s just one animal! Keep your distance and stab it with your spears!”

The well-coordinated subordinates moved instantly.

The men with spears surrounded the bear and simultaneously thrust their weapons.

“It worked! We stabbed it!”
The thief who shouted was soon struck by the bear’s paw, his face skin torn off.

The one who had struck the bear’s hind leg with an axe had his belly ripped open by claws, spilling his intestines as he writhed in agony.

Every swing of the bear’s front paws took another thief’s life.

“The hide is too thick!”

“Shit, the blade won’t go in!”

The outlaws, who made a living through murder and plunder, died like flies.

Their leader, already with a broken back, was foaming at the mouth.

Many either went mad and collapsed or tried to flee.

The old man muttered at the sight of the bear’s mythical prowess.

“It survived. It survived. It didn’t die back then.”

Tears kept flowing from the old man’s eyes.

His unfocused eyes saw the past.

He was chasing the bear that had left bleeding on that snowy day.

All the thieves were dead.

Those who collapsed were trampled to death.

Those who tried to run didn’t get far before their spines were shattered.

The blood-soaked bear briefly gazed at the villagers.

Then it turned and headed back into the forest.

The people quietly watched the bear fade away.

That night, a humble ceremony was held at the shrine.

It was to thank the bear for driving away the band of thieves.

Everyone bowed respectfully toward the bear statue.

A young man asked the person next to him.

“But didn’t the bear that saved the elder have black fur? Wasn’t the one we saw today a gray bear?”

“Don’t say such blasphemous things. It happened decades ago. The spirit’s black fur must have turned white with age.”

Seoran, overhearing the conversation, giggled.

It was Seoran, disguised as the bear, who had massacred the thieves.

She had pretended to leave, then used her concealment technique to return to the village.

Suddenly, she thought of a fun prank.

Seoran grabbed a handful of the wooden fruits offered on the altar and stuffed them into her mouth.

She felt she had earned them.

The wooden fruits offered as tributes were truly sweet.

The people, having finished their bows, were surprised to find that half the offerings had vanished.


They were abuzz with the belief that the bear spirit had visited.

Satisfied, Seoran left the village.

Seeing so many happy faces improved her mood.

Beating dozens of people to death had left her feeling sour, but now that was gone.

Staring at the stars, Seoran headed for the capital.
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Walking along the mountain path, Seoran arrived at a river.

The river, swollen from the heavy rain, was a deep ochre color. Looking around, she saw a wooden bridge nearby. Unfortunately, it was broken in the middle.

She really didn’t want to go into the muddy water.

So, Seoran transformed into a crowned eagle. The feather crown on her head was quite attractive. She easily flew across the river.

While enjoying her flight, she heard the cawing of crows. A flock of crows swarmed her, attacking.

Seoran was dumbfounded.

Crows daring to attack a bird of prey?

Were they relying on their numbers?

How ridiculous!

Using martial arts against birds was unnecessary.

Elegant kicking techniques were enough.

The crows were all knocked down by her kicks.

She even raided their nest and took all the shiny trinkets they had collected.

There were a few precious glass beads.

Mercifully, she left the eggs untouched.

“Don’t mess with me again,” Seoran said as she pocketed the compensation and jumped down from the tree.

It was time to continue her journey.

Soon, she left the mountains and arrived at a city.

The city was surrounded by wide plains and a river, making it an ideal place for people to live.

The checkpoint couldn’t stop an invisible person.

Seoran dispelled her concealment spell in an alley.

And naturally blended into the crowd.

This wasn’t possible in a secluded mountain village.

In such a closed society, a stranger stood out.

Especially a young girl traveling alone through a mountain range filled with wild beasts.

But in a bustling city with a large floating population, it didn’t matter.

Seoran started indulging in street food.

She had money from the Ojukmun when she left.

She had plenty of thumb-sized silver pieces.

When she bought skewered chicken and gave a silver piece, she received a lot of change in coins.

With a full purse at her waist, she toured the market.

Seoran moved deeper into the crowded areas, then suddenly sniffed the air.

“What’s that smell?”

It was a strange odor she had never encountered before.

It wasn’t pleasant.

If she had to categorize it, it was closer to a stench.

Had someone dumped food waste on the street?

But it was a smell she had never encountered before in her life.

What on earth is this smell?

Seoran asked a man passing by nearby.

“Excuse me, do you smell something strange?”

“Smell? I only smell food.”

Thinking it might be a gender difference, she asked a woman as well.

But the woman also seemed to be unaware.

No one could smell this stench.

No one except me?

Suddenly, something came to Seoran’s mind, and she used her spirit-seeing technique.

Then she saw something murky like smoke.

It was clinging to people and floating in the air.

The source of the stench was tainted energy.

Tainted energy is spiritual energy that has stagnated and decayed.

If spiritual energy does not flow, it rots.

The best place for it to accumulate is usually within a living being.

All living beings consume something to survive.

Both predators and prey are inherently covered in tainted energy.

Therefore, the older one gets, the denser the tainted energy becomes.

If one has spiritual training, they can cleanse the tainted energy through cultivation.

By refining the mind and body, they allow spiritual energy to flow smoothly. Then the tainted energy is washed away and pure spiritual energy comes in.

But ordinary people are different.

As they age and consume food, the tainted energy continues to build up.

Eventually, the tainted energy that fills their bodies begins to leak out.

If the leaking tainted energy is small, it is purified by the surrounding spiritual energy.

But if it exceeds the limits of natural purification, it does the opposite. Now, the tainted energy begins to pollute the surrounding spiritual energy.

This is why Seoran didn’t sense tainted energy in the mountain village.

The tainted energy emitted by just a few dozen people was quickly purified by the abundant spiritual energy of the mountains.

There were simply too few people.

The city, however, was different.

A large population crammed into a small space generates a massive amount of tainted energy.

The tainted energy surpassing the city’s purification capacity consumes the city.

In cultivation, an environment with a lot of tainted energy is fatal.

This is why cultivation sects seclude themselves in the mountains, living self-sufficiently.

A cultivator must inevitably stay away from ordinary people.

Seoran was horrified at the sight of tainted energy filling her vision.

It felt like just breathing would shorten her lifespan.

Of course, those who practice internal energy manipulation can handle a bit of tainted energy.

Their pure magical power immediately purifies the tainted energy that enters their bodies.

But it was purely a matter of feeling.

People bustling through the market suddenly felt like bluefin tuna loaded with heavy metals.

Her appetite disappeared instantly.


Seoran fasted for about a day.

*******

Seoran ate the meat dumplings deliciously.

Of course, this food was also full of tainted energy.

But Seoran used to eat junk food well in her past life.

With her purified spiritual power, what did a little tainted energy matter?

It was simply a matter of mood, not harmful to her body.

She just needed to stop using her spirit-seeing technique.

Being overly sensitive only made her tired.

People who were moderately indifferent lived more comfortably.

Seoran was happy now.

At that moment, she overheard a conversation between two men at the next table.

“What, a monster? Have you been drinking since broad daylight?”

“No, I’m serious! A huge lizard scratched the bottom of my boat!”

“A lizard? Where?”

“I saw it upstream. I swear it was bigger than my boat!”

“Yeah, right.”

Frustrated that his friend didn’t believe him, the young man struggled to explain.

But it was fine.

Instead of his friend, Seoran believed him.

It’s time for me to make an appearance.

Seoran nodded to herself and stood up.

Then she swallowed the remaining two meat dumplings in one bite. It was time for the genius celestial cultivator Ryu Seoran to step in.

Seoran immediately headed upstream on a stone lotus.

She used her spirit-seeing technique to find the monster. And she found something.

A lizard the size of a house was sitting by the riverbank.

Its sharp scales gleamed as it tore into something.

It looked truly terrifying.

Using her earth-control power, Seoran made the lizard sink into the ground.

With its head sticking out, the monster faced Seoran.

A stern judgment was about to begin.

Man-eating monster, death penalty!

Seoran looked at the victim.

A large freshwater fish lay horribly mangled.

Seoran’s imposing demeanor deflated rapidly.

It wasn’t eating people after all.

She had mistaken the large fish for a person.

What should she do? It must be really angry.

Embarrassed, Seoran hurriedly released the buried lizard.

The lizard stood on two legs, dusting off the dirt with its hands.

Then it glared at Seoran with a look that said, “Who the hell are you?”

“Ribbit, ribbit!”

Despite looking like a lizard, it croaked like a frog.

Hearing that croak, knowledge that had been dormant in Seoran’s memory awakened.

The guidelines for worldly conduct in the written exam for the outside travel permit covered a variety of topics.

The most common topic is legal issues.

This is because it would be problematic if conflicts arose due to ignorance between cultivators from different sects.

Occasionally, knowledge about monsters, spiritual beasts, and spiritual plants is also tested.

Though few people memorize this, Seoran, aiming for a perfect score, naturally studied it.

The identity of the lizard was a Diamond-Scaled Lake Lizard.

This means it is a lake lizard with hard scales.

Its habitat is, of course, calm freshwater lakes.

Its favorite food is freshwater fish.

It has a gentle and sluggish temperament.

Usually living at the bottom of deep lakes, it is rarely encountered.

It never attacks humans first.

It prefers to hide instead.

Uniquely, it likes shiny objects.

Seoran immediately took out a handful of glass beads from her pocket.

The Diamond-Scaled Lake Lizard showed interest in the beads.

Seizing the opportunity, Seoran offered the beads.

The lizard hesitated for a moment before accepting them.

It carefully examined the beads sparkling in the sunlight.

Then it swallowed them.

It didn’t just eat them outright.

It stored them in a treasure pouch in its stomach.

It would regurgitate them when it wanted to take them out.

“Ribbit, ribbit!”

It seemed pleased with the gift.

Though communication was impossible, it just looked that way.

Seoran felt relieved.

The lizard resumed its meal.

Listening to the sound of it eating the fish, Seoran pondered.

The strange creature that scratched the bottom of the boat earlier was likely the Diamond-Scaled Lake Lizard.

It probably scratched the boat unintentionally with the sharp scales on its back while swimming.

But why had a spiritual beast that lived in lakes come to the river?

As far as she remembered, it was said to like calm waters.

Even now, it was out of the water because it didn’t want to be carried downstream.

Why had it left its habitat?

Was there a reason it had to leave?

Under what circumstances would a territorial animal leave its habitat?

Had its habitat disappeared?

A lake couldn’t have disappeared suddenly.

So, had its food supply decreased?

Spiritual beasts can survive on spiritual energy alone.

They wouldn’t leave their habitat just because there were no freshwater fish for snacks.

Had a predator appeared?

Had it been forced to flee to the river?

But who could do that?

The Diamond-Scaled Lake Lizard has scales as hard as its name implies.

Even cultivators find it difficult to break its scales.

Thus, it has no natural enemies.


But in reality, the Diamond-Scaled Lake Lizard had been driven from its habitat.

Seoran looked at the lizard basking in the sunlight, looking pitiful.

It was the saddest sunbathing scene in the world.

Her curiosity grew immensely.
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Where would the habitat of the Diamond-Scaled Lake Lizard be?

Naturally, it would be upstream.

This creature is an aquatic animal that avoids people.

It must have moved along the river.

However, considering its habit of avoiding people, it wouldn’t have come up from downstream, passed through the city, and settled upstream.

In that case, it must have come down from upstream and stopped moving when it saw people.

Seoran looked around from the sky.

As she continued to go upstream along the river, she found a dense forest untouched by humans.

There was a large lake a little away from the river.

When she used her spiritual sight, the depths of the lake lit up brightly.

She wasn’t sure, but there seemed to be something there.

It possessed considerable spiritual energy.

It was a powerful being that drove the Diamond-Scaled Lake Lizard away from its territory.

If it was a monster, it had to be eliminated.

But if it was an ordinary spiritual beast, she planned to ignore it and continue her journey.

It was unfortunate that the Diamond-Scaled Lake Lizard lost its home, but there was nothing she could do.

Seoran couldn’t afford to worry about territory disputes among spiritual beasts.

She needed to visit the royal city quickly and then go eat duck.

But what if it was a monster? How would she eliminate it?

Seoran thought about the spells she had learned.

She had no means to inflict a fatal wound on a monster.

The Earth Manipulation technique seemed the most useful.

Seoran tried using Earth Manipulation as a test.

Sand and rocks, drawn by her purified spiritual energy, floated in the air.

As she concentrated a bit more, the rocks were finely crushed into the shape of beads.

Dozens of stone beads were created in an instant.

Seoran fired all the stone beads at a nearby tree.

The stone beads, shot like buckshot, shattered the large tree.

It was quite powerful, but it didn’t seem effective against a monster.

To kill a monster, she needed offensive artifacts or spells.

Seoran fell into deep thought.

Artifacts or spells were effective against monsters because of their spiritual energy, right?

Then, should she attack directly with spiritual energy?

Oh, right, spiritual energy evaporates quickly in the air.

Is there a way to maintain it even for a short while?

It just needs to not disappear while flying towards the target.

Can it be temporarily contained somewhere?

Seoran looked down at the stone beads on the ground.

Since it’s purified spiritual energy, wouldn’t it be somewhat compatible with stones?

She immediately floated a stone bead and infused it with spiritual energy.

The spiritual energy still dispersed rapidly.

But considering the speed at which it would fly, it was sufficient as an attack method.

Seoran infused a lot of spiritual energy into the stone bead and then fired it at the tree.

The stone bead flew faster than the speed of sound and collided with the tree.

The impact shattered the stone bead, and the compressed spiritual energy burst out.

The result was a massive explosion.

The blast, accompanied by a loud roar, devastated the surroundings.

Seoran quickly protected herself with a barrier technique.

Shards from the explosion pounded against the barrier like heavy rain.

The epicenter of the explosion had turned into a large crater.

“Is this the power of a purified spiritual energy practitioner?”

Seoran muttered blankly.

If she had been late in deploying the barrier or if the explosion had occurred closer, Seoran would not have been safe.

It made her question the need for offensive spells.

She also wondered if this was why spiritual practitioners disliked conflicts.

It seemed reasonable to behave politely towards each other if it meant avoiding mutual destruction.

The scene she had just witnessed was enough to evoke the concept of mutually assured destruction.

Of course, Seoran’s misunderstanding was natural.

There were two reasons behind the massive explosion.

The first reason was Seoran’s immense spiritual energy, which was equivalent to that of an entire sect’s foundation.

Seoran had become a purified spiritual energy practitioner at the unprecedented age of sixteen.

The astonished leadership, brimming with burning imagination, envisioned a hopeful future for her.

They eventually became extremely excited, like gambling addicts betting their house deeds, and invested heavily in her training.

The mountain of spirit stones vanished like melting snow.

Half a year later, Seoran’s spiritual energy reached saturation.

Not a single drop more could be absorbed.

The second reason was Seoran’s heaven-sent talent.

Compressing spiritual energy and infusing it into a pebble the size of a fingernail was no easy task.

If the pressure was not evenly distributed or the amount of spiritual energy injected was not consistent, it would explode immediately.

Many people had died or been injured attempting similar experiments.

The process became exponentially more difficult and dangerous as the amount of spiritual energy to be compressed increased.

What Seoran did was akin to stacking eggs in a single line to reach the height of the clouds.

It was an impossible skill without innate talent, concentration, and sensitivity.

If anyone could create it, it wouldn’t be an explosive.



Calming her startled heart, Seoran soon became overconfident.

She was no longer afraid of monsters.

With one shot of a rock bomb, she could turn them to dust.

Seoran rode the flying lotus and dove straight into the water.

As she descended to a depth where sunlight couldn’t reach, she saw something.


Gleaming eyes were staring at Seoran.

The creature that had taken over the lake where the Diamond-Scaled Lake Lizard lived was a Hundred-Armed, Two-Eyed Octopus Monster.

Not only did it eat people, but it also polluted water sources, so it had to be killed on sight.

Seoran launched the rock bomb at the octopus monster.

The stone bead, which was speeding through the water, soon lost its momentum and sank.

That’s when she recalled a YouTube video she had seen about firing a gun underwater.

A bullet doesn’t travel far in water.

The rock bomb operates on a similar principle to an impact fuse.

In other words, it needs to hit the target to explode.

If it misses, it just becomes a stone.

The monster, recognizing the attack, rapidly approached.

With a hundred tentacles, it wrapped tightly around Seoran.

As she was being squeezed by the large suction cups, Seoran discovered the second downside of the rock bomb.

Like all explosives, the rock bomb doesn’t distinguish between friend and foe.

In this close range, the explosion would affect both the monster and Seoran.

Moreover, there was no way to use the barrier technique underwater.

She couldn’t chant the spell underwater.

Similarly, being tightly bound by the tentacles, she couldn’t form hand seals.

The constricting force continued to increase.

She was about to be crushed to death or suffocate.

Seoran found a solution in an instant.

First, she infused a large amount of spiritual energy into the flying lotus.

She and the octopus monster shot up towards the surface at incredible speed.

The Hundred-Armed, Two-Eyed Octopus usually lived in lakes.

It would pollute the water with a unique oil from its body and then move to another lake when the water became too dirty.

Naturally, it could walk on land without any problems.

However, it was not capable of flight.

Once Seoran emerged from the water, she quickly chanted the spell.

The barrier technique activated, and the spherical barrier pushed the octopus monster’s tentacles away.

Once there was enough distance, she immediately deactivated the barrier.

The monster flailed, trying to grab Seoran, but began to fall back towards the surface.

And then, the supersonic rock bomb struck the monster between the eyes.

The explosion that occurred above the lake shattered the giant monster.

Chunks of the monster rained down on the churning surface of the lake.

After the hard-fought battle, Seoran collected the intact tip of one of the tentacles.

It was time to return the poor lizard’s home.

The Diamond-Scaled Lake Lizard was still at the spot where she had seen it earlier.

It lay limp as if it were going to die tomorrow, gazing vacantly at the flowing river.

It didn’t even notice Seoran approaching.

“Ahem, ahem!”

Clearing her throat loudly to get its attention, it finally turned around slowly.


Seoran revealed the piece of the tentacle she had been hiding behind her back.

The Diamond-Scaled Lake Lizard opened its mouth wide in surprise.

Sniffing cautiously with its forked tongue, it suddenly sprang to its feet.

Somehow, it seemed certain that the Hundred-Armed, Two-Eyed Octopus was dead.

The thought of returning home seemed to fill its entire body with energy.



 
  
    Chapter 22: Underground World


In the palace of the Kingdom of Yang, there are also monks.

This is because quick information exchange between the sects and the worldly kingdom benefits both parties.

This is the reason Master Go stays in the tainted atmosphere of the palace.

His residence is a tall pavilion within the palace.

This ten-story building is officially known as an observatory.

But the truth is, it is Master Go’s residence.

He is truly a good person.

A polite, serious, and clean man.

Except for being overly clean, he was the perfect man.

He really hated the tainted atmosphere, true to his obsessive cleanliness.

“It’s so filthy…”

Master Go murmured as he looked out the window.

His view was filled with the tainted atmosphere.

To him, the capital was no different from a dirty swamp.

In fact, using spiritual sight, one could see the tainted energy undulating like the sea.

Fortunately, it did not reach the height where Master Go lived.

That was the reason he lived in a ten-story building.

He was gazing at the clear sky when he noticed something.

A stone lotus was flying rapidly toward him.

It was Seoran.

Master Go welcomed Seoran warmly.

“Welcome, please come in. Would you mind cleaning your hands with this liquid first?”

Seoran washed her hands in fifteen different ways.

Then she put on the indoor slippers and entered the building.

The interior resembled a dust-free laboratory.

“Please, have a seat.”

It was so clean that sitting down felt apologetic.

“I’m sorry, I have a bit of dust on my clothes…”

“Thank you for your consideration. But don’t worry. I do a thorough cleaning every evening.”

Seoran sensed an unusual intensity from him.

But even with the brief conversation, she realized Master Go was an excellent person.

As long as she didn’t bring in a handful of sand and sprinkle it on the floor, he would continue to show a gentle demeanor.

Seoran’s purpose for coming to the capital was to sightsee.

But she also intended to establish an emergency contact network.

Master Go was the worldly contact person.

After some small talk, the two headed to the top floor.

“Have you ever seen a human-faced bird, Monk Ryu?”

“No, only in the encyclopedia of spiritual beings.”

“Oh, illustrations can’t capture all its beauty. I’ll show you, so look forward to it.”

“I’m really curious now.”

Seoran followed Master Go with high expectations.

The spiritual creatures commonly called human-faced birds vary greatly in appearance depending on the species.

They have a mix of human and bird features, but the proportions differ widely.

Seoran vaguely recalled the bird-human hybrids she had seen in manga and anime in her past life.

Cute girls flying around with wings instead of arms from their shoulders and being otherwise naked.

Or angelic girls with wings attached to their backs.

Her expectations were somewhat close to reality.

“A human for the first time!”

“It’s a female!”

“She’s really small!”

The girls with cute faces chattered away.

The problem was that only their faces were cute.

Apart from their heads, they were entirely bird-like.

It was as if someone had attached human heads to sparrow-sized bird bodies.

Suddenly, Seoran remembered the hierarchy of humanoid animals she had seen in her past life.

It was a chart consisting of five stages.

Stage one was a super-light humanoid animal with rabbit ears or a cat tail on a human body.

Some fundamentalists don’t even recognize such light stages as humanoid animals.

Naturally, it wouldn’t be awkward to show such a being to an acquaintance.

Stage five was a super-heavy humanoid animal that looked entirely like an animal.

Aside from facial expressions, it was indistinguishable from an animal character, so beginners might not recognize it as a humanoid animal.

Therefore, stage five beings were the most unapologetic about their appearance.

So, what stage were these mysterious human-faced birds that Seoran encountered?

They were somewhere between stage four and five.

It was quite a challenging level.

Master Go quietly asked, “Aren’t they just adorable?”

Master Go truly loved human-faced birds.

That’s why, despite his mild obsessive cleanliness, he became the worldly contact.

He could live surrounded by these human-faced birds in this enormous aviary.

Seoran, being a cultured person who respected others’ tastes, responded, “Indeed, they are really cute. Are there any males?”

“Males are timid and weak, so they are pretty useless except for breeding. Usually, they are kept separate from the females because the females keep bullying them.”

Opening a door, they saw several male human-faced birds huddled together inside a room.

They had immature, androgynous faces and were much smaller in size.

Upon seeing strangers, they scurried into the corners.

Seoran left the room and closed the door behind her.

The female human-faced birds were still lively and chattering incessantly.

Their constant noise was enough to make her ears bleed.

Master Go and Seoran engaged in bird-related talk for a while.

Then, a human-faced bird darted in through an open window.


“Oh, it seems we have some news.”

Master Go approached the bird that had just flown in.

The human-faced bird had a small cylinder hanging around its neck.

When Master Go opened the lid, a small note came out.

It seemed they used these birds similarly to carrier pigeons.

“Hmm, an urgent request for support. It seems there’s a problem inside the mine, causing a disruption in the supply of spirit stones. Apparently, miners are going missing “

“Are spirit stones mined from the ground?” 

“Of course, do you think they just fall from the sky?” Master Go replied, adding to Seoran’s knowledge.

“But this is really concerning.

With an anomaly in the mine, we should send a cultivator proficient in earth techniques, but they are quite rare.”

“Are earth-attribute cultivators really that scarce?” 

“Very few cultivators choose earth techniques.

The popular choices are usually fire or water techniques,” Master Go explained.

Seoran’s understanding deepened further.

“Well, this is perfect timing!

I will handle the problem!” she declared, volunteering as the troubleshooter.

She figured it was about time she earned her keep, given how much spirit stone she had consumed.

Master Go was surprised.

“Are you an earth-attribute cultivator, Seoran?

Given your lineage, I guess you had no other choice.”

Nodding, Master Go handed her a map.

“Head here; you’ll find a branch office that looks similar to this building.

The person in charge there will give you detailed instructions.”

After listening to the explanation, Seoran flew southward.

Suddenly, a thought occurred to her.

Why are earth techniques unpopular?

Is it just because they smell like dirt?

She decided to find out more later.

For the orderly operation of the sect, many resources are essential.

Spirit stones for cultivation, various food ingredients for nourishment, an immense amount of water for daily use, spirit herbs for elixirs, spirit beasts for special needs, and metals for crafting artifacts.

Listing all the necessary resources for sustenance and daily living would be endless.

Therefore, the sect needs a diversified supply chain to ensure stable resource procurement.

The mine Seoran was dispatched to was one of these sources.

In fact, calling it a mine was somewhat misleading.

It wasn’t just for salt, spirit stones, ores, or stones; it was a comprehensive resource extraction site needed by the sect.

The producers here were not humans but a group of spirit beasts known as the Labyrinth Burrowers.

This enormous spirit beast group, allied with the sect, controlled the entire underground of the Yan Kingdom.

In the sunlight-deprived underground, the mole-like spirit beasts continued their excavation work every day.

Therefore, this place is not just a simple mine.

It is another world existing underground, by the Labyrinth Burrowers, for the Labyrinth Burrowers.

It should rightfully be called an underground world.

Seoran entered the ever-expanding, three-dimensional labyrinth.

Although she had heard about the labyrinth from the branch office, seeing it with her own eyes was astonishing.

Clearly, it was a man-made cavity, yet the ceiling was so high it was invisible.

If not for the numerous luminous stones installed around, it would have felt like being thrown into a void in space.

A Labyrinth Burrower approached Seoran.

This bipedal mole wore a safety helmet made of luminous stone.

Its height was roughly the same as Seoran’s.

“Are you the support personnel from the surface?”

“Yes, that’s right. My name is Ryu Seoran.”

“Nice to meet you! Really nice to meet you! We’ve been having a hard time with the string of disappearances. I’m Totoseo, the monk in charge of this case.”

Labyrinth Burrowers are highly intelligent, capable of inter-species communication.

They naturally use basic spells and have a quite sophisticated political system.

The only real difference from humans is that they live underground.

Seoran extended her arms fully to form a cross shape.


This is the common greeting among Labyrinth Burrowers, meaning ‘I will not use spells on you.’

Likewise, Totoseo extended his arms to the sides and began the main discussion.

“Alright, let’s go. The stench of a heinous crime is calling us. Ready, assistant?”

“Of course, monk!”

Without hesitation, the girl and the mole plunged into the darkness.



 
  
    Chapter 23: Underground World – 2


The series of Labyrinth Burrower disappearances over the past ten days has plunged the underground world into fear.

The square was filled with mole demons.

A blind Labyrinth Burrower shouted to the audience.

“The end has come to the underground! The corruption and decadence of the underground world have finally brought about its end! You, citizens who still hold righteousness, must act now!”

Seoran, who was watching the speech, asked loudly.

“What should we do to avoid the end?!”

The blind mole, excited, shouted.

“From your voice, I can sense wisdom despite your young age! Avoiding the end is simple! The corrupt and incompetent leaders must be judged by the hands of the citizens!”

Seoran shouted in surprise.

“Are you suggesting a rebellion?!”

The surrounding Labyrinth Burrowers began to murmur simultaneously.

The blind mole, flustered, waved his hands urgently.

“No, no! That’s not what I meant! That’s dangerous talk! Any citizen with proper discernment should speak through voting!”

“Voting?”

These guys, moles, even vote.

“Yes, voting! Listen, everyone! The current ruling Vertical Shaft faction lacks the capability to lead the Labyrinth Burrowers. They haven’t solved this series of disappearances for days now. The only faction capable of governing the underground world is the Horizontal Shaft faction! A clean vote for the Horizontal Shaft faction!”

The blind mole diverted the topic to politics.

With a dizzying intuition, Seoran muttered.

“Oh, please…”

Hidden agitators among the crowd shouted simultaneously.

“A vote for the Horizontal Shaft faction!”

“Long live the Horizontal Shaft faction! Long live the isolationist policy!”

“The Vertical Shaft faction should immediately resign!”

“What the hell?! Where will we get food if we don’t trade with the surface? We’ll definitely starve collectively!”

“In my time, we lived well without trade! It’s clear that the surface is responsible for the disappearances! There are research materials to prove it!”

“Someone drag this conspiracy theorist out!”

“Long live the Vertical Shaft faction!”

“Long live the Horizontal Shaft faction!”

The Labyrinth Burrowers, exchanging political opinions, couldn’t contain their anger and started to fight.

The police rushed in to break up the fight.

Seoran hurriedly left the square as well.

Seeing Seoran return so quickly, Totoseo asked.

“Why are you back so soon? You said you’d take a look around the square while I gathered the materials.”

How should I explain this?

That the blind mole, whom I thought was an apocalyptic preacher, was actually campaigning, and it incited a fight between zealous supporters and conspiracy theorists?

Let’s just make up an excuse.

“We must solve the disappearance cases as soon as possible! We don’t have any time to waste!”

Totoseo seemed deeply impressed.

“Assistant, I didn’t know you were so passionate despite being of a different species. Alright, let’s solve this case and bring smiles back to the underground world!”

The mole and the Seoran left the mole’s office and headed for the Spirit Stone vein.

The Spirit Stone vein was a bit far from the central area.

Normally, the area would be bustling with Labyrinth Burrowers mining Spirit Stones, but all operations had been halted.

Most of the missing individuals disappeared near the Spirit Stone vein.

They arrived at the site where the first disappearance occurred.

It was a large tunnel created during the Spirit Stone mining process.

It was wide on both sides and had a high ceiling, large enough to build a ten-story pavilion.

Totoseo shared the information gathered from days of investigation.

“The first disappearance happened ten days ago. It occurred while transporting Spirit Stones mined from the vein to the central area. Twelve Labyrinth Burrowers, thirty-seven mine carts, and all the Spirit Stones they carried disappeared without a trace.”

“Could it be a robbery targeting the Spirit Stones?”

“That’s what we initially thought. So, we deployed a large force along the route connecting the central area and the Spirit Stone vein.”

“What happened then?”

“Several units have gone silent. They lost contact all of a sudden. But the really strange part is that there’s no information about the attackers. Normally, in case of a battle, a messenger would immediately leave the scene.”

“No chance for the messenger to escape… That is indeed strange. It seems reasonable to assume they were ambushed, right?”

Totoseo nodded in agreement.

“Monks believe the group of attackers must be quite large. It doesn’t make sense that not a single soldier escaped if it wasn’t a thorough encirclement. Given that they’ve eluded extensive searches, it seems they have an accomplice with access to inside information.”

“A large force with an accomplice behind the scenes? What could their motive be? Robbing a few Spirit Stones wouldn’t even cover the maintenance costs for such a force…”

“That’s what’s really baffling. No one knows how they recruited such a large force, how they supplied food and weapons, or how they maintained secrecy in the process. There are no traces, which seems unrealistic.”

“Could it be a monster?”

“There are no monsters in the underground world that could threaten a Labyrinth Burrower unit. We exterminated them all long ago.”

“Or did they come from the surface?”

“Impossible. All the Labyrinth Burrower soldiers maintain a thorough surveillance network. The underground world is like a giant sealed room.”

“Then the attackers must be insiders.”

“Exactly, a large force with an inside accomplice!”

Just then, a sound came from a distance.

“Monk, did you hear that noise?”

“What sound? I don’t know, we’re the only ones around here.”

Seoran closed her eyes and focused on the sound. It was a rumbling noise, getting louder and louder.

“It sounds like it’s getting closer.”

“The sound is getting louder? Then it’s coming towards us?”

“Huh?”

Seoran suddenly looked alarmed. Her exceptional spiritual sensing abilities detected a massive energy approaching rapidly from beyond the darkness. But the speed was astonishingly fast.

“Run! Run now!”

Seoran grabbed Totoseo and sprinted in the opposite direction. Initially uncertain, Totoseo soon began running at full speed. Now, Totoseo could also hear the roaring noise.

Seoran chanted a spell and pulled out her Stone Lotus. Together, they climbed onto it. Fueled by Seoran’s immense magical power, the flying artifact accelerated swiftly. Their pursuer had already identified Seoran and Totoseo.

A high-speed chase ensued through the winding, three-dimensional labyrinth. Seoran, performing dazzling acrobatic maneuvers, glanced back inadvertently. The pursuer was a giant black-scaled serpent, large enough to swallow buildings whole.

Reflexively, Seoran cast a barrier spell. The serpent swallowed them, barrier and all.

*******

The mole beasts huddled together inside the serpent’s stomach, chatting. The topic was the mistakes they had made in their lives. Given their dire situation, they decided to have an honest conversation.

A mole known for his reputation for integrity confessed.


“I actually cheated once.”

“Boo, you scumbag!”

“Enemy of women!”

“Die, philanderer!”

The others teased him playfully. Normally, such a confession would be met with harsh judgment, but in this special situation, a more forgiving atmosphere prevailed.

One of the moles, listening with a smile, asked.

“So, who did you cheat with? Does your wife know her?”

The cheating mole confessed shyly.

“It was my wife’s sister.”

“Seriously? The sister-in-law?”

“Well, it’s kind of classic, don’t you think?”

Some expressed their discomfort, but most didn’t mind. A mole who was usually close to him asked.

“Your wife has three sisters. Which one was it?”

“All three of them.”

“Wait, isn’t the youngest one really young?”

“Yes, she’s younger than my daughter.”

The atmosphere changed dramatically.

“You’re truly despicable!”

“Keep such secrets to your grave!”

“You’re a disgrace to all beasts!”

“You’re no longer my friend!”

The beastly mole was beaten and thrown into a corner. The remaining moles decided to change the subject, fearing what other secrets might come out.

“Hey, what’s the name of this snake demon?”

“Haven’t you read the Demon Encyclopedia? It’s ‘Black-scaled Blood Serpent’.”

“That demon existed? How did I not know?”

“It was officially declared extinct hundreds of years ago.”

“So it’s been alive all this time?”

“Our ancestors should have done a more thorough job…”

“Why did it stay quiet for centuries and now, when I join the army, it shows up…”

The mood became increasingly gloomy. Then the stomach entrance twitched, and a spherical object was spat out. It was the barrier-enclosed Monk Totoseo and Assistant Ryu Seoran. The disheartened moles exclaimed.

“That recent rumbling was due to demon hunting!”


“Totoseo came to rescue us!”

“You’re a hero!”

Totoseo replied plainly.

“I got eaten too.”

The numerous moles exchanged awkward glances.



 
  
    Chapter 24: Underground World – 3


Labyrinth Burrowers an extremely weak species.

Their size is small for a beast, and their lifespan is short.

Their only advantage is their exceptional fertility.

Despite being weak, their numbers are immense.

They could be described as the neighborhood punching bag.

Every demon they encountered would eat Labyrinth Burrowers.

The species was driven to the brink of extinction.

However, a certain event changed their fate.

Around a thousand years ago, they formed an alliance with Ojukmun.

A single trade agreement ushered in their golden age.

The contents were very simple.

Ojukmun promised to exchange underground resources for unlimited food.

Naturally, Labyrinth Burrowers rejoiced.

After all, rocks and metals would accumulate to an unmanageable extent as they dug.

For Labyrinth Burrowers, it was like turning inedible trash into food.

With the food problem solved, their population grew exponentially.

Regular trade was established, and in just three hundred years, Labyrinth Burrowers came to dominate the underground of the Yan Kingdom.

In the process, they systematically eliminated their competitors.

Their natural enemies could not withstand the waves of mole armies that surged like the ocean.

The last one to resist was Black-scaled Blood Serpent.

The giant snake with its immense size and rapid movement decimated the Labyrinth Burrowers army.

It even had excellent regenerative abilities, rendering attrition tactics ineffective.

Eventually, Labyrinth Burrowers resorted to their last measure.

They called on their allies.

A few days later, several decisive monks descended from the surface and eradicated Black-scaled Blood Serpent.

The price was Black-scaled Blood Serpent’s demon core.

The monks left with wide grins, showing their gums.

Labyrinth Burrowers were also very satisfied.

After all, they had no use for the snake’s core.

They were content to simply roast the large snake for meat.

Both sides were pleased with the outcome.

The alliance grew stronger day by day.

Black-scaled Blood Serpent was forgotten.

No one expected a surviving baby snake to reappear and wreak havoc centuries later.

As she listened to the explanation, Seoran asked.

“Can’t we just punch a hole in its stomach and escape?”

It was a suggestion to give Black-scaled Blood Serpent a stomach ulcer.

The self-proclaimed demon expert, who had read the Demon Encyclopedia dozens of times, shook his head.

“Our strength can’t overcome Black-scaled Blood Serpent’s regenerative abilities. It heals much faster than we can tear through its insides.”

The Labyrinth Burrowers army couldn’t defeat Black-scaled Blood Serpent through attrition.

Gathering a few dozen to struggle would be meaningless.

This was why the Labyrinth Burrowers were sitting in a circle, having a time of repentance.

Seoran hesitated to use a rock bomb.

Not only would the stomach of the snake demon be obliterated, but Seoran and the mole Yosu inside would also be pulverized.

Even using protective barriers wouldn’t solve the problem.

Seoran had never set foot in an engineering school, but she knew that using explosives underground was a bad idea.

If the walls or ceiling collapsed from the explosion, it would be a catastrophe.

Part of the underground world could collapse in an instant, leading to countless mole Yosu deaths.

They needed another solution.

Seoran thought for a moment and then asked the demon expert.

“Do you know any offensive spells?”

“I’m a miner, so I don’t know any. The soldiers might know some. Try asking Totoseo.”

“But Totoseo is an Monk, right?”

“He was an officer until a few years ago. He got kicked out after blowing the whistle on his superior’s corruption in military procurement.”

It seemed Totoseo had always been a righteous Labyrinth Burrowers.

Seoran approached Totoseo, who was in the corner of the stomach.

He was cuffing an unconscious mole.

“Monk, why are you arresting that mole?”

“Oh, it’s you, assistant! Don’t mind this animal trash. He’s a vile criminal who was hiding in society behind a mask. But what brings you to me?”

“Do you know any offensive spells that could create a hole in Black-scaled Blood Serpent stomach? I heard you were a soldier before.”

“Using spells to create a hole and escape? That might be difficult. Our species has very little magical power, so powerful offensive spells are rare.”

“What if I supply a lot of magical power?”

“There are very few spells where the power scales directly with the input. At most, I can think of the enlargement spell.”

“Enlargement spell? What’s that?”

Totoseo briefly explained the enlargement spell.

At that moment, a brilliant idea flashed in Seoran’s mind.

The items swallowed by Black-scaled Blood Serpent were as follows:

Dozens of Labyrinth Burrowers soldiers and miners.

Dozens of large mining carts.

And the high-purity spirit stones loaded in them.

To the mole Yosu, spirit stones were just rocks.

But to skilled exorcists, spirit stones were fuel.

With enough skill, one could quickly convert spirit stones into magical power.

Seoran thought of using the spirit stones and the enlargement spell to create a breakthrough.

Totoseo taught her the enlargement spell on the spot.

The growth spell temporarily increases one’s size.

It was notorious for being difficult to learn and having few practical uses.

If one could use spells, a large body was generally unnecessary.

Moreover, it had many drawbacks.

Maintaining the growth technique was so difficult that using other techniques was practically impossible.

It even required a tremendous amount of magical power to support the increased weight.

It was a technique that no one knew where to use.

However, in this situation, the important thing was that the body grew as much as the magical power invested.

Seoran explained her plan to the gathered maze-moles.

The plan was very simple.

First, use the growth technique to increase the body size.

Replenish the consumed magical power with the high-purity spirit stones piled up like a mountain.

Then use the growth technique again.

Repeat this process until the belly of the Black-scaled Blood Serpent bursts.

A mole monster in the front row asked.

“What about after escaping? Can we run away from the Black-scaled Blood Serpent? Won’t it just swallow us again?”

A mole sitting next to him replied.

“You idiot, just scatter and run away!”

“True, that way at least half of us can reach the center and report.”

“Good idea!”

Seoran spoke to the buzzing moles.

“There is also a way for everyone to survive. I will deal with the Black-scaled Blood Serpent.”

Totoseo asked skeptically.

“Assistant, are you good at fighting?”

“There are few masters like me. Leave it to me.”

Seoran said confidently.

The maze-moles looked at Seoran closely.

They didn’t seem convinced at all.

At that moment, the self-proclaimed monster expert spoke.

“I think it might be possible.”

“Really? What about the regeneration ability?”

“The Black-scaled Blood Serpent has a Yodan under its jaw. I read that if you remove that Yodan, its regeneration ability will temporarily disappear. Humans found out when they exterminated the Black-scaled Blood Serpent.”

All the moles had similar thoughts.

Without the regeneration ability, the remaining threats were its speed and size.

It seemed doable.

The soldiers quickly devised a strategy and assigned roles.

The miners pushed and pulled the carts filled with spirit stones.

The preparation for the hunt was complete.

Seoran entrusted her clothes and belongings to Toto Seo.

Only the body grows with the growth technique.

Since there were only moles around, she didn’t hesitate.

When she used the growth technique naked, Seoran began to grow.

Since the body proportions remained the same, it was more like enlargement than growth.

With massive magical power burned, she quickly grew large enough to fill the snake monster’s stomach.

Seoran curled her body like a fetus.

“Give me the spirit stones!”

The signal was received, and the moles immediately overturned the mining carts, pouring out their contents.

Seoran, with her mouth wide open, swallowed the spirit stones.

The spirit stones, gulped down, quickly melted and turned into pure magical energy.

The belly of the Black-scaled Blood Serpent, which had been dozing in its nest, began to swell.

Regardless of the panicked thrashing of the snake monster, the plan proceeded smoothly.

The now-giant Seoran had already swallowed the contents of dozens of mining carts’ worth of spirit stones.

“Everyone, gather here!”

Toto Seo, who had gathered everyone, activated a barrier spell.

The narrow barrier was filled with the maze-moles.

Seoran continuously converted the spirit stones into magical energy.

It was a struggle between Seoran, who was trying to expand, and the snake monster, which was trying to compress her.

Seoran desperately maintained the growth technique while enduring the increasing pressure.

She gave all her strength to extend her limbs.

Finally, Seoran stretched out her arms and legs with all her might.

The over-inflated belly of the Black-scaled Blood Serpent could no longer hold.


The body of the snake monster burst with a thunderous noise.

Blood and flesh scattered like fireworks, splattering everywhere.

The Black-scaled Blood Serpent writhed in excruciating pain.

It was a fatal injury, with its body completely severed in the middle.

In the pouring rain of blood, the giant naked figure of Seoran rose with her massive body.
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The blood and flesh scattered in the cavern were drawn to the snake monster.

The pooling blood defied the natural order and flowed backward.

As if time were rewinding, the wounds of the Black-scaled Blood Serpent began to heal.

Totoseo shouted, “Apprentice! Aim for the core under its throat!”

Seoran immediately charged at the giant snake.

In the enlarged state due to the growth spell, no other spells could be used.

But that was fine.

As a master of martial arts, Ryu Seoran shone brightest when she was naked.

Her heel, striking like an axe, smashed into the giant snake’s skull.

The attack, loaded with the weight of the giant’s body, reverberated throughout the nest.

The Black-scaled Blood Serpent was disoriented, experiencing a concussion for the first time.

Seoran choked the snake monster’s neck with her legs.

Then she thrust her right hand deep into the giant snake’s mouth.

She aimed to target the unprotected inner flesh.

Naturally, the Black-scaled Blood Serpent struggled desperately.

However, the giant snake, accustomed to swallowing prey whole, had no teeth to bite off the foreign object inside its mouth.

Without suffering any damage, Seoran pushed her right arm in up to her shoulder.

Feeling a sense of crisis, the Black-scaled Blood Serpent coiled its long body tightly around Seoran.

Its severed waist had long since healed.

Its intent was to crush and kill her by tightening its grip.

The naked giant and the giant snake tangled together.

And then, Seoran’s fingertips felt something hard.

It was the core hidden deep under its throat.

Seoran grasped the round core tightly.

The Black-scaled Blood Serpent resisted even more fiercely, sensing the threat to its vital point.

The snake’s muscular body struggled desperately to crush Seoran.

Seoran also exerted more force with her legs, choking the snake monster’s neck even tighter.

Then she ripped out the core along with the thin surrounding tissue.

The Black-scaled Blood Serpent convulsed in agony.

It was an excruciating pain it had never experienced before.

Unconsciously, its jaw muscles loosened.

Seizing the opportunity, Seoran quickly pulled out her right arm and threw the core far away.

Totoseo, who had been waiting for this moment, shouted, “Everyone gather! Stick to the plan!”

The miner maze-moles, who had been hiding in the nest, rushed out simultaneously.

Their role was to immediately dispose of the extracted core.

The mole miners worked together to push the giant core.

The maze-moles quickly rolled the core into a tunnel and disappeared.

The Black-scaled Blood Serpent became desperate.

If it didn’t retrieve the core quickly, it would surely die.

So it attempted to chase after the moles that had stolen the core.

At that moment, the mole soldiers, who had been lying in wait, unleashed their attack spells.

Seoran hugged the giant snake from behind.

Locking it with both arms and pushing the ground with both legs, Seoran’s waist flexed like a bow.

It was a perfect German Suplex.

The skull and spine of the snake monster screamed in agony.

From then on, there was a one-sided group beating.

Seoran poured out dazzling strikes while maintaining a horseback riding posture on the snake, and the Labyrinth Burrowers also enthusiastically fired spells.

Humans and moles transcended their races with the power of friendship and defeated the snake monster.

The last Black-scaled Blood Serpent in the world finally died.

*****

Seoran immersed herself in a warm bath.

Her spirit energy was depleted, and her whole body was bruised.

Without the help of the Labyrinth Burrowers, she surely wouldn’t have won.

When she returned to Ojukmun, her first plan was to start studying magic again.

Rock bombs were powerful but had too many conditions.

She needed versatile magic that could handle various situations.

While she was relaxing alone, the door opened, and female Labyrinth Burrowers flooded in.

The large bath quickly filled with moles.

It seemed like the workday was over.

The moles washed off sweat and dust and immediately jumped into the bath.

They splashed around, not caring whether it was a hot or cold bath.

Curious, Seoran asked a young mole beside her, “Hey, your kind lives underground, but you’re good at swimming?”

“That’s right! Moles who can’t swim all die! Uh, when we were digging, there was a groundwater burst. That’s what our mom said.”

Seoran nodded in understanding.

It made sense.

After all, this bathwater was probably heated by groundwater.

After finishing her bath, Seoran went to the square.

The bustling Labyrinth Burrowers were enjoying a festival.

It was a celebration commemorating the return of all the missing people and even the hunt of their archenemy, the Black-scaled Blood Serpent.

Totoseo, sitting in the center of the square, called out to Seoran, “Ryu Sosa, over here!”

Seoran, who had made a significant contribution to cutting off the Black-scaled Blood Serpent’s throat, became a hero among the Labyrinth Burrowers.

Being called a hero wasn’t something extraordinary, but it felt good.

As she squeezed through the moles, she spotted a VIP seat.

The heroes who had hunted down the Black-scaled Blood Serpent were gathered there.

“Now you don’t call me Apprentice anymore?”

Totoseo said warmly.

“Seoran, aren’t you now the hero of the entire Jije world? And also a comrade who shared life and death. Just speak comfortably.”

“Is that so? Well, well, I’ve made mole friends during my lifetime.”

“By the way, you really take a long bath. You don’t have fur down except for your hair.”


Seoran retorted, pushing aside her bangs.

“I have eyebrows too, you know?”

The mole spirits burst into laughter.

For the Labyrinth Burrowers, beauty standards were abundant fur and large hands and feet.

The situation was so amusing that Seoran chuckled too.

As soon as they sat down, dishes arrived promptly.

Chunks of snake meat were piled high on a radiant heat stone emitting warmth.

The thick heat stone cooked the meat sizzlingly.

It was Black-scaled Blood Serpent stone-grilled.

It’s a snake, so there shouldn’t be any parasites, right?

Wouldn’t it be fine to eat as long as it’s thoroughly cooked?

I don’t know, if there are any, my spirit energy will probably burn them away.

Seoran sliced into the well-cooked meat.

Contrary to expectations, it didn’t have a peculiar taste.

It just tasted like well-cooked meat.

After the festival, an awards ceremony was held.

The recipients were Seoran and dozens of Labyrinth Burrowers.

It was a moment to commend them for bringing peace to the Jije world by killing the Black-scaled Blood Serpent.

Seoran received a substantial amount of spirit stones as a reward.

Additionally, she was bestowed the honorary title of Master Labyrinth Burrower.

A few days later, the time for parting arrived.

Seoran packed her belongings and souvenirs and headed for the entrance to the Jije world.

Totoseo followed to see her off.

Seoran extended her arms left and right in farewell.

“Totoseo, let’s see each other again when we have the chance.”

Totoseo also bid farewell in the same manner.

“We’ll deliver the spirit stones and the Black-scaled Blood Serpent’s throat separately. Anyway, farewell.”

Seoran emerged onto the surface and headed straight for the royal road.

First, she had to inform the High Monk that the problem had been resolved.

After delivering the news, she promptly returned to Ojukmun.

Through this journey, Seoran realized the necessity of studying magic.

Her second-floor study had already been renovated.

It seemed a carpenter had been there during her absence from the mortal world.

Seoran unpacked her belongings after ascending to the second floor.

The first thing that came out was a round seed.

She obtained it from a remote village, disguised as a bear, where she rescued it.

It emerged from a wooden fruit offered as a tribute.

The second item to appear was a sparkling scale.

She received it from the Golden Lake Dragon as a reward for restoring the lake.

It was pretty and solid, making her feel better just by looking at it.

The last item was a sculpture made from luminescent stone.

It depicted humans and moles beating a snake.

Made from luminescent stone, it glowed when it got dark.

Seoran carefully stored the souvenirs in a wooden box.

It was late at night, so she lay down on the bed.

When she closed her eyes, sleep came easily.

Then suddenly, she opened her eyes wide.

She felt like she had forgotten something.

Sitting upright on the bed, Seoran pondered.

What is this feeling exactly?

Did I forget to bring something?

No, that’s not possible, right?

Seoran reflected on her quite long journey.

She left the Ojukmun duel circuit and walked aimlessly.

Then she found a spring and washed herself.

She even caught a tiger.

Tiger fur? No, tiger fur is useless.

She visited a mountain village and defeated bandits.

She snacked by the riverside in a city.

Then she went to the royal road and saw an en-face bird.

After that, she went to her sect.

It was an adventure of High Monk Totoseo and Chief Monk Seoran.

She finally defeated the Black-scaled Blood Serpent and became a hero.

The spirit stones and the serpent’s throat she received as rewards were probably being delivered.

No matter how much she thought about it, she couldn’t figure out what she had forgotten.

Seoran had no choice but to go to bed.

She felt really uneasy.

The next day, Lageum came for a visit.

After sharing a warmly welcoming hug, Seoran recounted the events she experienced in the mortal world.

Lageum had sparkle in her eyes and immersed herself in the story.

Then suddenly, she threw a question.


“Unni, by the way, have you ever tried duck meat?

How did it taste?

Was it so delicious that even the royals came to eat and go?”

“Ah, right! Duck meat!”

She decided to eat duck meat later.
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Seoran strongly felt the need for offensive magic techniques while traveling through the mundane world.

However, rock bombs were not an option.

The explosion radius was too wide.

It was similar to an aerial bomb seen on YouTube in a previous life.

Handling it was extremely difficult due to the explosion.

In fact, she couldn’t freely use it when fighting the White Mottled Fish in the lake or hunting the Black Scaled Blood Serpent underground.

It only exploded upon impact, so its effective range was short, yet the killing radius was too wide.

Seoran needed a power she could control precisely.

So, she went to the library without hesitation.

“Show me the list of offensive magic techniques.”

The librarian pulled out a very thick book.

Ryu Seoran, a superhuman speed reader who could read two pages in one breath, finished the list in an instant.

Then she went to the librarian and asked.

“Why aren’t there any earth-element offensive techniques?”

“Aren’t there any?”

“No, strangely, there are none at all.”

“Then there are none. How about using offensive magic tools instead?”

Seoran quietly returned the book.

Then she left the library and sat on a park bench.

She muttered to herself while pulling her hair.

“Why, why aren’t there any? How can there be none?”

Countless delusions swirled in Seoran’s mind.

Could it be that the library storing only earth-element offensive techniques burned down and everything was lost?

Or were they so powerful that they were sealed away?

If not, it makes no sense that there aren’t any at all, does it?

Of course, it makes sense.

There were never any earth-element offensive techniques to begin with.

The Ojukmun sect was a faction formed by fire and water element practitioners working together.

Ojuk in Ojukmun means black bamboo.

However, no matter how much you look around the mountain range where Ojukmun is located, there are only green bamboos, not black ones.

It seems strange, but it’s simple if you know the history.

Here, Ojuk means bamboo that has been burnt and turned to ash.

When the sect was first established, there were so many bamboo groves that the practitioners had a hard time.

In the end, a fire element practitioner breathed fire and burned all the bamboo groves, and a water element practitioner brought rain to put out the fire.

The ash from the burnt bamboo covered the mountains for a while.

This is the origin story of Ojukmun.

Because it was a sect founded by fire and water element practitioners, there were many techniques and spells related to these two elements.

Such a biased training environment provided a strong incentive for many practitioners.

In the end, everyone chose fire and water element techniques.

Since there were many practitioners of specific elements, the research and development of techniques and spells became active.

There was no reason to choose the difficult path when the easy path was available, so new practitioners naturally chose those elements.

The two processes repeat endlessly.

From the sect’s perspective, it’s a truly positive cycle.

Of course, for Ryu Seoran, an earth-element practitioner completely out of the mainstream, it was a tragedy.

Seoran, who had very high resilience, quickly emerged from her gloom.

She vigorously activated her brain’s built-in happiness circuit.

What matters is an unyielding spirit.

It’s okay, I’m a genius.

I just need to build up from the ground step by step.

I will create an earth-element craze in Ojukmun.

Seoran left the park and headed back to the library.

With a new mindset, she looked through the list of offensive magic techniques again.

If not earth-element, she thought she might as well learn non-elemental techniques.

Most of the techniques recorded in the book were fire and water-element.

Next were wood and non-elemental, with metal-element being the least.

Her spirit almost broke again at the harsh reality.

Amid the vast sea of techniques, she managed to find one.

It was a non-elemental offensive technique called Spectrum Technique.

She wondered if she could somehow modify it.

Seoran meticulously went through all the lists, including defensive and other utility magic techniques, just in case.

However, there were hardly any useful earth-element techniques.

Her only gains were a few non-elemental techniques like healing, flying, and enhancement.

Seoran trudged back home.

Does this make sense?

There’s even a weird bathing technique among the water-element techniques called Splendid Wood Technique, but earth-element is practically extinct?

It really pissed her off.

Once home, Seoran began learning the non-elemental technique.

Spectrum Technique.

An offensive magic technique that shoots beams using spiritual power.

It’s called Spectrum Technique because the colors of the beams vary according to the practitioner’s spiritual power.

For reference, her spiritual power produced yellow beams.

The rat hit by the beam immediately turned to dust.

It seemed too weak to work on monsters, but it was fun to shoot here and there.

As Seoran kept firing beams from her fingers, she suddenly thought.

Can I shoot this from my eyes too?

Wouldn’t that be really cool?

And it would free up my hands?

Her brain’s graphic card beside the happiness circuit started working.

A monster that shoots beams from its eyes and breathes fire from its mouth.


It even wielded dual swords with both hands.

It was powerful and practical.

Seoran immediately modified the technique.

Soon, beams shot out from Seoran’s eyes.

There was a critical problem of not being able to see anything.

After working hard on pest control with beams for a while, Seoran moved on to the next stage.

After eating, drowsiness started to creep in.

The bees were still buzzing around.

Buzz, buzz.

Huh, buzz?

A swarm of bees?

Just as she was about to fall into a deep sleep, inspiration struck.

*****

In her past life, Seoran was a cold urban man.

Naturally, he wasn’t familiar with the natural environment.

To a cold urban man, nature was limited to the street trees seen on the way to work and the mosquitoes buzzing around his ears before bed.

He especially hated the sound mosquitoes made when flying.

It made his skin crawl, as if a motor was running right next to his ear.

Seoran particularly disliked repetitive noises.

The electric motor used in dental treatment.

The sound of a vacuum cleaner running late at night upstairs.

The delivery motorcycles boasting loud exhaust sounds.

Among the “things that shouldn’t exist in modern society” that Seoran remembered, bad memories of delivery motorcycles stood out.

This was the answer to hitting the enemy with the Rock Bomb.

Rock Bomb, bee deliveryman, forgotten puppet technique.

The plan was called the Unlimited Bomb Puppet Dispersion.

Jumping up from the tree trunk, Seoran shouted Eureka.

She hurriedly ran to the Jangseogak library, of course.

She rented all the books on the puppet technique: the introductory, basic, and advanced volumes.

The advanced study on puppet research she obtained by chance was still stored in the safe because it was too high-level.

Returning to the riverbank, Seoran dug into the ground to find clay.

She molded the clay into a pretty doll.

In no time, a clay figurine like the ones she saw in museums was completed.

Then she familiarized herself with the basics of the puppet technique.

The foundation of the puppet technique is controlling the doll directly like a marionette.

Following the sequence described in the book, Seoran used various techniques.

This created a connection between the clay doll and Seoran.

Now it was time to control the clay doll.

As she focused her mind, the clay doll began to move.

It jumped in place, did handstands, and even danced.

Seoran also danced with joy.

The problem that had been troubling her was solved with a small clue.


Now all that was left was to diligently hone the puppet technique.

The impromptu dance continued for a while.

A few days later, Seoran kicked the clay doll and shouted.

“Another error! Why won’t you move properly!”

At the same time, she realized why the puppet technique was not mainstream.
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Who makes pills and magical artifacts?

Since objects don’t spontaneously generate offspring, there must be a creator.

Naturally, it’s a cultivation practitioner who uses magic power.

The process of preparing pills is called alchemy.

The process of creating magical artifacts is called artifact crafting.

Strictly speaking, puppetry is included in artifact crafting.

However, since its goals differ from general artifact crafting, it is referred to separately as puppetry.

To an artifact crafting artisan, a magical artifact is a tool.

A sharp sword just needs to cut the enemy well, and a shield just needs to block arrows properly.

A good magical artifact serves only one purpose without any extraneous functions.

Therefore, it’s unreasonable to request a magical artifact that blocks arrows, cuts enemies, and sometimes cleans the room.

The artifact crafting artisan would likely slap the requester, accusing them of mocking their craft.

It was the greedy individuals who got slapped that gathered to create puppetry.

To a puppetry artisan, a puppet is their alter ego.

Thus, they believe that anything they can do, their puppet should also be able to do.

This twisted mindset aims to make one magical artifact do everything.

Thus, heaven punished these ill-intentioned puppet artisans.

The punishment is infinite errors and eternal headaches.

Today, too, puppet artisans suffer while paying for their sins.

Seoran pleaded with the clay doll.

“Please, what’s wrong this time? It worked fine earlier. Was it because I slightly changed the knee joint’s range of motion? That was my fault. But you shouldn’t be doing this to me. I reset the range back to the original value. Shouldn’t that have fixed the error? Why is the error still there?”

However, Seoran’s puppetry skills were only at the basic level.

Therefore, the clay doll in front of her had no ability to communicate.

It was like talking to a wall.

Receiving no response, Seoran knelt.

“Am I not a genius? Was I just an ordinary person who hadn’t hit a wall yet?”

A sense of frustration washed over her.

Puppetry has several stages.

The introductory stage involves directly controlling the puppet.

Seoran passed this stage quickly.

From the basic stage, the puppet is infused with spells to execute predefined commands.

As the puppeteer’s skills improve, the commands become increasingly difficult and complex.

The advanced stage involves endowing the puppet with various functions.

A layperson wouldn’t understand the meaning even if they read it.

Seoran encountered a wall at the beginning of the basic stage.

She created a human-shaped clay doll and attempted to make it walk upright, but errors occurred.

She corrected the errors and then fixed the new errors that arose from the corrections, repeatedly.

After repeatedly filling a bottomless pit, she miraculously created an error-free clay doll.

Seeing the clay doll walk without falling, Seoran was truly delighted.

And because the knee movement was unnatural, I slightly adjusted the range of motion, which caused this problem.

Once again, I was thrown into the infinite error correction hell.

Seoran got up like a roly-poly toy.

And kicked the clay doll into the river.

She decided to temporarily give up on bipedal walking.

Seoran shaped the clay into a cylinder.

And attached four small cylinders to it.

She thought of making a quadrupedal clay doll.

First, he wrote down the spell text on a rectangular clay plate.

He carefully checked for typos and logical flaws in the spell text.

Once the spell text is infused, it is essentially irreversible.

It’s not that there isn’t a way to modify it, but the process is complicated and stability is low.

She just learned that modifying an already infused spell text itself could be the cause of errors.

You must not make mistakes when infusing the spell text in the first place.

The completed quadrupedal clay doll did manage to walk.

But it couldn’t walk straight and kept veering to the left.

This meant it spun in a counterclockwise circle.

Seoran felt like he was going crazy too.

For days, he suffered by the riverside, fiddling with clay.

When he returned to her quarters at sunset, Seoran found a note wedged in the door.

It was a notice acknowledging her contribution in defeating the monster threatening the underground world and normalizing the jade mining, and it awarded him a second-class reward plaque.

The next day, Seoran went to the treasure hall.

And met the guide he had seen before.

The guide asked with a delighted face.

“Were you satisfied with the stone lotus you took last time?”

“Yes, it was really useful.”

“I’m glad it helped.”

Chatting merrily, they arrived at the second-class treasure vault.

Seoran asked.

“Is there any book or item that might help with puppet arts training?”

The guide thought for a while and shook her head.

“Well, it’s such a non-mainstream art…”

“I see…”

After pondering for a while, the guide hesitantly suggested.

“How about this?”

The guide showed a book with a sailboat drawn on it.

The title was ‘Transformable Artifact for Residence and Flight.’

The term “transformable artifact” was a bit unfamiliar.

As Seoran showed interest, the guide began to explain.

“This can be used as a flying artifact and also as a residence. Upon landing, you can give a command to transform it from a sailboat into a two-story pavilion. The reverse is also possible.”


“Did you say the sailboat transforms into a house?”

“Yes, it transforms in the blink of an eye.”

“I’ll take this one.”

Seoran immediately exchanged the reward plaque for the transformable artifact.

Boarding the sailboat, which he named the Transforming Puppet Ship, Seoran grabbed the helm.

She felt happy fulfilling her childhood dream of becoming a transforming robot pilot.

Then he started rationalizing her decision.

Getting both a house and a flying artifact with just one reward plaque is practically a double gain.

Besides, if I study the transforming function well, I might be able to apply it to puppet arts.

So, I made a rational purchase.

The Transforming Puppet Ship was extremely slow.

Its useless transforming function made the interior complicated, sacrificing both output and durability.

This is precisely why the adage of including only the core elements and omitting unnecessary functions in artifact crafting exists.

After a long flight, the sluggish Transforming Puppet Ship arrived at the riverside.

The riverside, where Seoran used to collect clay, had long lost its original beauty.

Every pit created during the rock bomb experiments was filled with failed clay dolls.

It looked just like the Terracotta Army beside the tomb of the First Emperor of Qin.

The ruthless environmental destroyer Seoran landed the sailboat.

Then he transformed the sailboat into a pavilion.

The sailboat, with parts clicking and snapping into place, soon became a two-story pavilion.

It wasn’t a particularly impressive appearance, but Seoran was satisfied.

Now he didn’t need to bother going back home and could do everything here—eat, sleep, and work.

She had already brought plenty of dried food.

Seoran wrestled with the clay dolls again.

A few days later, Lageum came to visit Seoran.

Being summer and hot, she suggested they play in the water together.

Having climbed thousands of steep stairs without any magical power to reach the riverside, it showed her utmost sincerity.

Lageum carefully avoided the pits and clay dolls scattered everywhere and arrived at the two-story pavilion.

She opened the door like it was her own house and found a wooden bathtub in the middle of the living room filled with clay dolls.

Peeking into the bathtub, she saw Seoran curled up and sucking her thumb.

It looked as if he had regressed to infancy due to the mental shock.

“Sister, let’s go play in the water.”

Lageum said nonchalantly.

Initially startled and fussing over it, she was no longer surprised after getting used to it.

Anyway, he would return to her senses soon enough.

“I’m trash. A piece of trash gnawing at the foundation of the sect. And I can’t even handle puppet arts properly. No one will ever love me.”

Seoran rambled on.

Tickling Seoran’s side, Lageum spoke.

“What are you talking about? There’s someone here who loves you. Hurry up and accept my love. Then get up, and let’s go play in the water.”

But Seoran remained sullen.

Her heart had snapped due to repeated and extreme frustration.

So he pressed down the corners of her mouth that tried to rise from the tickling.

Seoran spoke solemnly.

“I don’t deserve to play. Lageum, play by yourself. I’ll stay here and punish myself.”

Iageum sprinkled water on Seoran with the toy in her hand.

“I even made bamboo water guns. I made one for you too, so you just need to come.”

It was a simple structure made by cutting bamboo, drilling a hole, and attaching a stick tied with a cloth bundle.

Pushing the stick made the water inside squirt out through the hole.

It was a handmade bamboo water gun made by Iageum.


Seoran, who had been licking the water off her face, suddenly stood up.

Combining the clues of hollow bamboo, high-pressure spraying, and explosives, he arrived at a certain modern weapon.

Come to think of it, there was no reason to be obsessed with animal forms.

She could just launch it like a missile.

She had made a water rocket in elementary school.
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Attacks using spiritual power are effective against ascetics or monsters.

Fire or water attributes often use magic.

Wood, metal, and earth attributes tend to prefer using magical devices.

The new weapon Seoran is developing was positioned somewhere between magic and magical devices.

As Seoran was diligently kneading clay, Lageum asked.

“Sister, what is that?”

“This is called a guided missile.”

“Missile? Like the bullets used in matchlock guns? But why does it look like bamboo shoots instead of being round?”

Ho, who was watching together, said.

“Ah, it must be like fireworks! I’ve heard of a fascinating weapon that launches fireworks at the enemy. I think it was called a fire chariot.”

Ho Hye-mun, being from a noble family in the royal capital, was well-informed.

Lageum, who was from a rural farming family in Yuna and didn’t know what fireworks were, immediately asked.

“Sister Ho, what are fireworks?”

“They are objects filled with gunpowder inside a paper cylinder. When you light the fuse, they fly on their own. In the royal capital, fireworks are launched into the sky whenever there’s a celebration.”

Lageum knew a bit about gunpowder too.

She had picked up some knowledge while cleaning the medicine hall.

Long ago, gunpowder was a byproduct of alchemy research.

“Sister, should I get you some gunpowder? If I ask at the medicine hall, they would give me about a bowlful.”

“There’s no need. I’ve already finished it.”

Seoran showcased a prototype bamboo shoot rocket.

The internal structure was simple.

There was a stone bead at both the front and back of the bamboo shoot.

The one in the front was the explosive core, and the one in the back was the propulsion core.

For now, she intended to charge only the propulsion core with spiritual power to see if it would launch without issues.

“Alright, let’s step back. It might be dangerous.”

From a safe distance, the three surrounded themselves with a barrier and waited.

Unlike fireworks, the bamboo shoot rocket did not need a fuse.

It was designed to automatically activate the propulsion system with an internal timer.

Then, the high-pressure spiritual power injected into the core would be expelled along a predetermined path, propelling the rocket forward.

The timer device, an application of puppet magic, worked properly.

When the propulsion core was activated, the compressed spiritual power reacted.

Unable to withstand the rapidly increasing internal pressure, the rocket body exploded on the spot.

“Oh, right.”

Seoran realized upon witnessing the destruction.

In hindsight, a rocket body made purely of clay couldn’t withstand the thrust.

It needed to be made at least of rock or brick.

Using earth magic, she sculpted the rock into the desired shape.

It wasn’t a particularly complex structure anyway.

It was similar to a water rocket that an elementary school student might make for a science fair.

The second prototype was quickly completed.

But as the launch process began, it exploded immediately.

Shattered rock fragments scattered everywhere.

It was like a fragmentation grenade.

Seoran’s conclusion was the same as the previous experiment.

The body couldn’t withstand the internal pressure caused by the unstable high-pressure spiritual power.

She needed to increase the durability.

So, she decided to use reinforcement magic to strengthen the rocket.

The spiritual power needed to maintain the reinforcement would be drawn from the third core she added.

As a result, the rocket became slightly larger.

This time, she was confident it would succeed.

However, if launching rockets were that easy, the field of aerospace engineering wouldn’t exist.

The third rocket resulted in an even more powerful explosion.

Seoran had a bad feeling about this.

*****

That feeling was right.

There was no paradise to escape to.

Having fled from programming with spiritual techniques and puppet magic, Seoran was now struggling with aerospace engineering.

Both were full of errors that needed fixing.

The difference was that in rocket-making, each mistake resulted in a massive explosion.

There had been so many explosions that complaints had started to come in.

Seoran bowed in apology.

“Yes, I will refrain from now on.”

The civil complaint officer asked again.

“Please do. Honestly, we’ve had so many complaints about the noise, day and night. I’m not saying you should stop, but please do it further away.”

“Yes, I understand.”

Feeling apologetic, Seoran bowed repeatedly.

After the officer left, she quickly packed up and left the riverbank.

Seoran piloted the transforming puppet ship to a deserted quarry blocked by a large barrier.

Here, even if she tested a nuclear weapon, it wouldn’t be heard in the residential area.

She transformed the puppet ship back into a two-story building and settled into the quarry.

Then, she resumed her experiments.

Throughout the summer, Seoran went through many trials and errors.

It wasn’t just mindless environmental destruction and noise pollution.

Her prototypes now resembled actual rockets.

She completely overhauled the propulsion system.

She applied the spectroscopy technique that shot yellow beams from her fingers.

Now, she had a technique to consistently expel high-pressure spiritual power.

The problem of rockets exploding due to fluctuating internal pressure was almost solved.

When she first saw a rocket launched towards the sky, she couldn’t hold back her tears.


Though it failed in attitude control and crashed into a nearby cliff, it was a significant improvement.

Seoran celebrated alone, eating jerky soaked in tears.

And the next day, she faced mental torment.

Next in the propulsion system design was the attitude control program design.

Seoran was greeted by error correction and optimization problems.

To control the attitude, sensors were needed first.

Before solving a problem, you need the ability to detect that a problem has occurred.

She needed to create a balance sensor that could be used in three-dimensional space.

Seoran shouted as she struck the stone around her.

“Why! Didn’t I! Go to engineering school!”

But the past can’t be changed.

Crying out to the sky won’t magically produce an engineering degree.

The stone split in half from her repeated headbutts.

As always, Seoran washed away her despair and lifted her head.

With a calm face, as if she hadn’t just been rampaging, she picked up the component she had been working on.

The component was a homemade gyroscope.

She intended to use this for attitude sensing.

The goal was to calculate the vector of thrust based on the angles at which the gyroscope’s triple rings rotated.

And then link it with the attitude control program.

She didn’t know if this was scientifically accurate.

But it was the best Seoran could do with her brain.

Seoran was a monk, not a NASA engineer.

Anyway, spiritual power propulsion rockets were occult from the beginning.

If it doesn’t work, just keep trying until it does.

She had more than two hundred years left to live.

Autumn passed, and winter arrived.

Finally, she succeeded in controlling the rocket’s attitude.

The endlessly improved bamboo shoot rocket was now a cutting-edge rocket with hovering capabilities.

Its flight, as if fixed in the air at a constant output, was truly beautiful.

Seoran wiped her teary eyes in the control room carved into the stone wall.

There was no problem with visibility because the barrier replaced reinforced glass.

The quarry had long since become a missile silo.

The bamboo shoot rocket had grown so large that she had no choice.

As the propulsion system was improved, and the balance sensor and attitude control system were added, more space was needed.

Then, to support the increased weight, she enlarged the propulsion core and redesigned the propulsion system.

The weight increased, the propulsion system grew, and the weight increased again in a repeating cycle.

Eventually, the rocket, which was initially knee-high, had grown to the size of a stone pagoda.

The only fortunate part was the absence of a cooling system.

The high-pressure spiritual power propulsion system did not generate heat.

Without heat, there was no need to worry about a cooling method.

Seoran, with a joyful heart, invited Ho and Lageum.

She showed them the rocket launch site.

Both were impressed by the rocket.

“It’s amazing that something this big can fly like a firework.”

“Sister, can a person ride in it?”

“No, not yet. But who knows in the future.”

Seoran was secretly planning a space trip to the moon.

Next was the launch process.

The target was the peak visible in the distance.

She had even obtained permission from the person in charge beforehand.

The three people gathered in the control room waited for the launch time.

At the appointed time, the rocket emitted a yellow beam of light and launched.

It rose vertically, then the small attitude control thrusters activated, tilting the rocket in the air.

Then it accelerated sharply towards the target peak.

The rocket, traveling faster than sound, collided with the peak.

Upon receiving a signal from the impact sensor, the spiritual power dormant in the explosive core reacted rapidly.

With a flash like the sun descending, the peak was completely vaporized.

An enormous shockwave followed belatedly.

The speed and destructive power were unmatched by any use of spiritual tools or magic techniques.

At this level, she had the right to be arrogantly proclaimed as the end of the world.

Naturally, Ho and Lageum were also astonished.

This was not a spectacle that a lone spiritual tool monk could produce.

It was a moment of witnessing power beyond the norm.

Therefore, no one remembered what Seoran’s original purpose was.

There was a separate reason for her obsession with puppetry.

It was to develop personal defense measures.

A few days later, Seoran realized a new problem.

Due to its size, the bamboo shoot rocket couldn’t be carried around.

After a brief contemplation, she found a solution immediately.

She decided to separate the small attitude control thrusters and carry them independently.

She added a handle and made minor modifications.


Within a day, a portable laser cannon was completed.

She carved a yellow dragon on the cylindrical stone cannon and named it the Yellow Dragon Laser Cannon.

It wasn’t made of clay or a puppet, but at this point, it didn’t matter.

Anyway, since she had reached her goal, it was fine.

Thus, a monstrous figure carrying a stone pillar was born.



 
  
    Chapter 29: Clay Dolls Have No Wings – 4


Throughout the winter, the Yellow Dragon Laser Cannon underwent many modifications.

Since it was originally made by modifying the small attitude control thrusters, it inevitably had significant recoil.

There were numerous tearful trial-and-error processes here as well.

The spectroscopic technique that provided technical inspiration involved shooting spiritual power converted into a high-energy state, so it had no recoil.

If one were to make an analogy, it would be similar to shooting electromagnetic waves.

At first, the emitted spiritual power only melted the innocent stand and didn’t even fly.

Eventually, Seoran had to add a process of converting the spiritual power into particles when making the propulsion device. Only then did the spiritual power gain mass and the rocket flew in accordance with the action-reaction principle.

But now, she intended to use it as a personal weapon.

So she removed the spiritual power particle conversion device.

With the recoil gone, the Yellow Dragon Laser Cannon became much sleeker.

She tested it by firing at a rock.

As soon as the trigger clicked, the target evaporated.

The shot and the impact happened almost simultaneously.

The high-energy spiritual power flew at the speed of light and destroyed the target.

Watching this scene, Seoran suddenly thought.

Since it’s not particles, could it be a wave?

It seems like spiritual power doesn’t need a medium…

So, is it a type of electromagnetic wave?

Like visible light or radio waves…

What else is there among electromagnetic waves?

Ultraviolet and infrared, and…

Radiation? Was radiation also an electromagnetic wave?

Seoran was startled and threw the Yellow Dragon Laser Cannon away.

High energy, medium-less waves, the collapse of the irradiated target.

These characteristics, when listed together, were somewhat terrifying.

Seoran hurriedly ran away from the site.

A few days later, Seoran felt somewhat relieved.

There were no health issues even after time had passed.

So she returned to the experimental site.

Thinking about it, it didn’t make sense.

It’s absurd to think that radiation would suddenly come out of spiritual power.

Seoran picked up the Yellow Dragon Laser Cannon that was lying on the ground and began modifying it again.

She removed unnecessary functions that were attached here and there.

These were usually detection devices or power control devices.

The Yellow Dragon Laser Cannon became progressively lighter.

Its size only needed to accommodate the spiritual power compressor.

Since it’s a kind of optical weapon, she shortened the barrel as well.

Should she add a stock and sights while she’s at it?

Finally, the final product was born.

It barely reached the level where it could be called a gun.

Its operation was most similar to a single-shot grenade launcher.

She became tired of carving the yellow dragon and omitted it entirely.

Anyway, she no longer had the confidence to claim it was a puppet art.

Let’s just consider it an offensive magic device.

She also changed its name to “Photon Cannon.”

Its usage was very simple.

First, shoulder the stock and inject high-pressure spiritual power.

Next, aim at the target and pull the trigger.

Then the fired beam destroys the target.

Originally, it was supposed to emit light according to the attributes of the spiritual power like the spectroscopic technique, but due to modifications, it became invisible light.

She had enhanced it for more destructive power, resulting in it moving out of the visible spectrum.

A science student would talk about wavelengths and frequencies, but unfortunately, Seoran, being a liberal arts student, didn’t know much about it.

Anyway, she was satisfied having developed the weapon she wanted.

That winter, an invisible and inaudible killer beam was born.

From the hands of a liberal arts monk.

********

Seoran submitted the “Bamboo Rocket” and “Photon Cannon” to the treasure hall.

The weapon demonstration was held at the quarry.

The first in line was the Photon Cannon.

Seoran moved her fingers diligently.

Click.

The barrier activated by using the spiritual stone evaporated.

Click, click.

The mass-produced defensive magic devices turned into scrap in an instant.

Click, click, click.

Spectators chanted, “Monk Ryu, amazing!”

The monk specializing in magic device creation was astonished.

To a master of magic device crafting, the scene was unbelievable.

It was almost a miracle of creating something from nothing.

Laypeople often think of magic device crafting as some kind of magic wand.

So they often present poor materials and tight deadlines, expecting treasures straight out of myths.

But in making magic devices, what’s important are, of course, the materials, the production time, and the artisan’s skill.

In that sense, what Seoran showed was indeed a miracle.

The materials were just stones left carelessly in the quarry.

The structure was simple, so the production time would be short.

Moreover, the maker had never even learned magic device crafting.

Yet the power was at that level.

If mass production succeeded, it could render most of the offensive magic devices and techniques in the world obsolete.

The master of magic devices harbored new dreams for the future.


Unable to contain himself, he asked Seoran.

“Monk Ryu, may I try using it once?”

He intended to subtly ask about the possibility of mass production while sharing his impressions of its use.

He was willing to pay any price if she would share the technology.

The head of the magic device production department had that much authority.

Seoran gladly responded.

“Of course! Here you go!”

The master of magic devices mimicked Seoran’s earlier stance.

As expected of a master, his keen eye made it quite convincing.

Seoran explained from the side.

“Point the muzzle at the target and inject spiritual power.”

“Into the compressor you mentioned earlier?”

“Yes, and then pull the trigger.”

The master of magic devices tried to inject spiritual power into the compressor.

But it didn’t go in properly.

He felt a bit puzzled.

“It’s a bit difficult. Could you show me a demonstration?”

Seoran nodded and took the Photon Cannon.

She began to inject spiritual power.

Using his spiritual sight, the master of magic devices carefully observed the process.

And he concluded.

It’s not that the magic device is strong; it’s that the person is strong.

If you can compress spiritual power in such a complicated way in real battle, you don’t need to use a magic device.

Just train hard and reach the breakthrough stage.

He had a feeling that a new breakthrough-stage monk would soon emerge in the Black Bamboo Sect.

The master of magic devices found consolation in the bright future of the sect.

Unfortunately, the plan to mass-produce the Photon Cannon was shelved.

The demonstration ended with the launch of the Bamboo Rocket.

Afterward, the Bamboo Rocket and Photon Cannon were registered in the Black Bamboo Sect’s magic device catalog.

The registration process was somewhat chaotic.

The Bamboo Rocket was submitted under the classification of a clay puppet.

The reviewer recommended Seoran to modify the application.

But Seoran was adamant.

Since the material included clay and it moved according to fixed commands, from a puppetry perspective, it was indeed a clay puppet, she argued.

The reviewer went back to discuss with his colleagues.

The clay was only used in a few parts, so could it really be considered a clay puppet?

Moreover, it looked like a bamboo shoot; how could it be called a puppet?

Puppets are supposed to be human or animal-shaped objects, aren’t they?

It was a perplexing situation without a clear answer.

So, the reviewer and his colleagues made a convenient choice.

They decided to deal with the consequences later.

In the end, the Bamboo Rocket was classified as a clay puppet.

*******

Spring came to the cold mountain range.

And the delegation from the Golden Flower Sect visited the Black Bamboo Sect.

Among them was Jin Yingying, who had reached the breakthrough stage five months ago.

While the official delegation held talks, Jin Yingying was chatting with Seoran.

More precisely, Jin Yingying was doing most of the talking while Seoran kept nodding along.

The current topic was how Jin Yingying had broken through to the breakthrough stage last fall.

The initial conversation had been about Jin Yingying’s childhood memories in a monastic sect. Essentially, she recited experiences spanning her twenty-one years of life. It could easily fill five volumes if written as an autobiography.

“Oh dear, have I talked too much about myself?”

“No, Monk Jin. I like listening.”

Before she realized, Seoran was speaking informally to Jin Yingying. She hadn’t meant to, but it just happened.

Nodding, Jin Yingying continued her story. Building spiritual power, learning magic arts, receiving a magic device as a gift from her monk parents, trying to sneak out for a taste of worldly life, and eventually earning her freedom by throwing a fit on the floor.

Her parents, alarmed by their daughter’s tantrums, went into secluded training. Jin Yingying ended up tagging along with the delegation, almost like baggage, when they departed.

Seoran asked, “Does the Golden Flower Sect require an exam for an exit permit too? Is that why you tried to sneak out?”

“Yes, some mundane guideline or something. After failing twelve times, they wouldn’t even accept my applications anymore.”

Her unabashed honesty was impressive.

“So, why did the delegation come suddenly?”

“Oh, a logistics hub we managed jointly with the Black Bamboo Sect was attacked. They say about two or three hundred cultivating monks, some kind of fierce beasts. The strike team has been chasing them for days. They must be struggling to come up with a response plan now.”

Seoran just nodded, accepting it.

Oh, I see. How come I didn’t know?

Wait, a logistics hub?

Where have I heard that before?

Seoran suddenly remembered something she had forgotten.

“Black Scale Reversal Blood Tonic Yodan!”

“Whoa, you scared me. What’s gotten into you?”

Jin Yingying asked, but Seoran was too preoccupied to answer.

She hurriedly searched through a drawer to find a letter.

‘To Monk Ryu, Hello, it’s Totoseo from the underground. Are you doing well on the surface? I sent the Black Scale Reversal Blood Tonic Yodan and the pile of spirit stones to the logistics hub via the underground passage. The cargo should arrive in spring. A friend beyond species.’


The precious cargo that was supposed to arrive in spring was now missing. 

The spirit stones were one thing, but losing the Black Scale Reversal Blood Tonic Yodan was unacceptable. It was now completely extinct and irreplaceable.

“No, my Yodan!”

Seoran leaped up in despair.

It was spring.



 
  
    Chapter 30: Western Duo


Who could be behind the Yodan brigand gang?

The logistics hub that was attacked this time was a natural fortress.

Located at the border area between Gyo Nation and Yang Nation, this place is the key area of triangular trade connecting Ojukmun Sect, Geumjak Sect, and the underground world.

Naturally, security and defense are thorough.

It’s impossible to break through the defense force and loot the cargo without a full-fledged invasion by another sect.

The idea of nearly three hundred attackers also doesn’t make sense.

While there are indeed wild cultivators outside of sects, it’s extremely rare for them to reach the level of qi condensation.

Cultivating sects operate under a rigorous division of labor.

Some people make magical tools, some make elixirs, some study magic techniques, and others solely focus on raising their cultivation level.

This harmonious blend of individual talents and aptitudes ensures efficient development for all.

This has been the most proven method throughout countless eons.

A savage who handles all aspects of cultivation alone can never rival civilized society.

Even a diligent cultivator would take decades to reach qi condensation using such primitive methods.

In fact, in the ancient era before sects existed, only those dedicated individuals could reach qi condensation.

Only a sect can maintain a large number of qi condensation cultivators.

Given this, it’s easy to guess the origin of the brigands—they must belong to a sect’s strike force.

There are three sects located near the incident site:

The victim, Ojukmun Sect.

Likewise, the victim, Geumjak Sect.

The disintegrating Samhwan Sect.

Even a child could deduce who might be behind the attack.

The victims gathered to brainstorm in response to this unexpected misfortune.

This might sound modest, but the meeting was attended by most of the top leaders from both sects.

It was a spectacle, with over a hundred high-level cultivators present.

The topic of discussion was: “Has the Samhwan sect finally lost its mind?”

Could they really be seeking war?

Against not just one, but two sects?

The Samhwan  Sect doesn’t even have any decent nascent soul stage cultivators left!

The power disparity was too great to consider them serious about war.

There are four continents in the world.

Roughly named by their cardinal directions, Ojukmun Sect and Geumjak Sect are located in the western continent.

Both are among the top five sects in this region.

The crumbling Samhwan Sect was no match for either of these sects, let alone both combined.

Attacking both simultaneously was akin to a novel suicide attempt.

There had to be more to this than met the eye.

As the meeting continued, the doors flew open and a messenger rushed in.

“The Samhwan Sect has disbanded due to internal strife!”

“What!”

The already fragile existence of the Samhwan Sect had finally snapped.

At first, Seoran waited with faith.

She believed the bandits would soon be caught and the stolen goods returned.

However, the qi condensation bandits fled across the border to Yu Nation.

Still, Seoran remained patient.

There are laws and procedures to be followed in the cultivation world.

Just because I’m in a hurry doesn’t mean I can ignore societal norms.

In this case, she had to wait until the Samhwan Sect apprehended the criminals and handed them over.

The Black Scale Reversal Blood Elixir could be returned through proper negotiations later.

And today, an official notice was posted on the bulletin board.

The Samhwan Sect had completely collapsed.

Naturally, the extradition treaty for criminals was nullified.

At this point, Seoran had no choice but to take matters into her own hands.

Regrettably, it was time for self-help.

Seoran calmly packed her things.

She then spoke to Geum Yeongyeong, who was enjoying an unauthorized homestay.

“Geum Su-sa, I have somewhere to go. Can you watch the house alone?”

“Huh? Where are you going?”

Seoran briefly explained about the Black Scale Reversal Blood Elixir that had gone far away.

Geum Yeongyeong jumped up from the bed.

“I can’t just sit back and watch a friend in trouble! I’ll help you!”

“You don’t even have an exit permit, Geum Su-sa.”

“Isn’t it enough if one of us has it?”

Surprisingly, it is.

It’s even possible between Ojukmun Sect and Geumjak Sect.

It’s roughly like an international driver’s license.

Seoran said, “Then go get permission from the head of the delegation.”

“Okay!”

After answering energetically, she went to find the head of the delegation.

That nascent soul stage cultivator was a relative on Geum Yeongyeong’s maternal side.

The head of the delegation readily granted permission to go out.

It wasn’t a difficult request.

First of all, it wasn’t a big issue according to the laws of the Geumjak Sect.

If both are qi condensation cultivators, only one needs an exit permit for both to go out together.

Age was also taken into consideration.

One is eighteen and the other is twenty-one.

If they were ordinary people living in the secular world, they would already be at the age to get married and have children.

There was nothing wrong with two diligent cultivators getting close, from the perspective of both sects.

So, a somewhat complacent decision was made.

He thought, what danger could there be in just sightseeing in the secular world?

At most, they’d kill a few monsters and return.


Still, he didn’t forget to give some advice to his granddaughter-like relative.

“Monk Geum, don’t go to places that are too dangerous.”

“Understood!”

The two had a brief strategy meeting.

“What should we do? Should we keep our distance and observe for now?”

Seoran shook her head.

“No, if they join up with their comrades, it’ll be a headache. Let’s handle it here and now.”

“In such a crowded place?”

“I have a good idea.”

Seoran’s eyes sparkled.

The two first put on straw hats.

They had bought them as souvenirs in the last village they passed through.

Just in case, they also covered their lower faces with masks.

“Do you have any weapons?”

“Of course.”

Geum Yeongyeong fiddled with the bead bracelet on her wrist.

Two of the metal beads glowed and transformed into two halberds.

Originally, they were magical weapons controlled by incantations, but they were sturdy enough to be used as regular weapons.

The two women, dressed in straw hats, masks, and martial arts uniforms, held the halberds.

They looked intimidating, like formidable warriors.

All the preparations for their act were complete.

Now, it was a matter of their acting skills.

The two walked into the clan village.

The people enjoying the feast exchanged glances at the sight of the two warriors.

They were taken aback by the arrival of uninvited guests.

“Those who are good do not come, and those who come are not good.”

The people of the Shim Clan did not think these uninvited guests had come with good intentions.

The two spoke the lines they had agreed upon beforehand.

“Those not involved should step back.”

“We are here to resolve a grudge.”

Adjusting their voice tones to match, it sounded as if one person was continuing the sentence.

However, the voices were very youthful.

A muscular man stood up and shouted.

“Who are you two to cause trouble in the Shim Clan village? Do you want to be taught a lesson by this elder?”

He reached out to Seoran to snatch her weapon.

He was a man known for his fighting skills in the village.

He underestimated them due to their voices and small stature.

Seoran pushed him with one hand.

Despite the light gesture, he couldn’t withstand the force.

He was pushed back by the immense strength, stumbling and falling.

Though uninjured, his face showed he was in shock.

The surrounding men began to stand up one after another.

Just as a fierce battle was about to break out, Elder Jong spoke quietly.

“Everyone, sit down. It seems these guests have come to see me.”

With his clairvoyant abilities, Elder Jong realized the purpose behind Seoran and Geum Yeongyeong’s dramatic act.

It seemed they intended to remove the villagers and have a private conversation among the practitioners.

Elder Jong stood and pointed to the shrine in the center of the village.

“Let’s continue this conversation in a quieter place.”

Seoran and Geum Yeongyeong followed him into the shrine.

Inside the narrow shrine, the three faced each other.

Seoran used a sound-blocking spell and immediately shouted.

“How dare you rob the cargo of Ojukmun and Geumjakpa! You will pay for this!”

Geum Yeongyeong, excited, also shouted.

“Yeah! Outlaws deserve to bleed and die!”

Elder Jong asked with a puzzled expression.

“Rob the cargo? What are you talking about? And how would I do that alone?”

“You must have done it with your three hundred comrades!”

“That’s right! The heavens and the earth know you belong to the bandit gang from Samhwanmun!”

“Indeed, I was once part of Samhwanmun. But a bandit gang? When did this supposedly happen?”

Seoran looked to her side and asked.

“About ten days ago?”

Geum Yeongyeong nodded in agreement.

“Roughly around that time.”

Elder Jong said.


“I’ve been staying in this village for over two months. Ask anyone here. I’ve never heard anything about cargo or bandit gangs.”

An irrefutable alibi emerged.

He was not an outlaw.

The outlaws disrupting the feast were Seoran and Geum Yeongyeong.

The two outlaws exchanged urgent glances.



 
  
    Chapter 31: Western Duo – 2


The common drawback Seoran and Geum Yeongyeong share is their tendency to cause problems due to their rashness.

A shared strength is that they don’t cause problems beyond their ability to handle and are quick to apologize.

The two bent over in apology.

Fortunately, Elder Jong was a very magnanimous person.

He was kind enough to forgive the two young practitioners who had suddenly accused him of being a bandit.

In fact, the major reason for his leniency was that the misunderstanding was quickly cleared up, avoiding any bloodshed.

The three practitioners exchanged awkward questions and answers.

“Could you possibly share some news about Samhwanmun?”

When Seoran asked, Elder Jong replied.

“Well, I’m not sure if I can provide the information you’re looking for. I left Samhwanmun over two years ago. In fact, you probably have more recent information than I do.”

Seoran briefly explained the raid incident.

The logistics hub, three hundred practitioners at the Qi Gathering stage, the missing cargo.

Even after hearing about the complete downfall of Samhwanmun, Elder Jong was not greatly shocked.

He responded with a calm demeanor.

“I see, so this is how Samhwanmun’s history ends.”

Geum Yeongyeong asked.

“You don’t seem very surprised?”

“Honestly, it feels like something that was bound to happen eventually. The internal conflict killed many practitioners, turning them into enemies. The last new recruit joined decades ago.”

“Was the situation that bad?”

Seoran asked, and Elder Jong nodded.

“Yes, it was like rats fleeing a sinking ship. People fled with treasures or killed their enemies and ran away. Distrust was rampant, and everyone became selfish.

In truth, the leadership was also at fault. They enforced excessive discriminatory policies because of the difficulties. It was absurd to say that they wouldn’t support any practitioner with lesser talent than a Third Rank Root Practitioner.

Even if selection and focus were necessary, providing minimal support to the other practitioners would have been the right thing to do. It felt like they were treating less talented practitioners as livestock to be discarded. I understand their desperation, but it was a severe misstep.”

The two greatest beneficiaries of talent-based discrimination policies flinched.

In truth, Seoran and Geum Yeongyeong were experts in exploiting their sect’s resources.

It was no exaggeration to say that the spiritual stones and elixirs consumed by these two First Rank Root Practitioners could fill a hill.

Feeling pricked, the two strongly objected.

“That’s really too much, are lower-ranked practitioners not considered people?!”

“Exactly, people aren’t oil seeds to be squeezed dry!”

Elder Jong, who had initially brought up the topic, was surprised by their intense reactions.

Seoran quickly changed the uncomfortable topic.

“So, did you leave Samhwanmun because of the discriminatory policies?”

He shook his head.

“No, I stayed for a few more years.”

“Oh, come to think of it, you look young. Were you exceptionally talented as a Root Practitioner?”

“I am a Fifth Rank Root Practitioner. It took me about a hundred years to reach the Qi Gathering stage. My youthful appearance is simply a family trait.”

Seoran and Geum Yeongyeong were astonished.

They had never been this shocked in their lives. Elder Jong was an exceptionally handsome middle-aged man.

Was that face really that of a hundred-year-old grandfather? At most, he looked like he was in his forties or fifties. Had he consumed some elixir of immortality?

With his robust build, stunning good looks, and youthful appearance, he seemed to live in a world of his own. He ought to be paying five times more taxes just for being this handsome.

For a moment, Seoran felt at ease.

Her conscience triangle stopped spinning.

She wasn’t the only one without a conscience.

Feeling puzzled, Geum Yeongyeong asked.

“Why did you stay in Samhwanmun for several years then? If you intended to leave, you could have escaped earlier. Was there a special reason?”

Elder Jong shook his head.

“No, it wasn’t that. I hoped the leadership would recognize their mistake and reverse their decisions. But eventually, I couldn’t stand it anymore and just fled.

Anyway, as you’ve heard, I only have outdated information. You should go to Wangdo and find the practitioners who stayed in Samhwanmun until the end. They would know more details.”

“That’s probably the best idea. Thank you for the information. And we’re really sorry for earlier.”

Geum Yeongyeong also apologized.

“I also apologize for my rudeness.”

Elder Jong replied with a kind smile.

“The misunderstanding is cleared up, and no one was hurt, so it’s all right.”

He truly had an admirable character.

Seoran cautiously asked.

“By any chance, are you considering joining another sect?”

The rules of Ojukmun allowed external practitioners to join with the consent of the individual and the recommendation of a guarantor.

Seoran didn’t think Elder Jong would cause any problems.

It was a very good offer, but he shook his head.

“Thank you, but I must decline.

I haven’t been able to focus on my training for quite some time due to internal conflicts within the sect. Additionally, with my poor root talent, I have no hope of reaching the Breakthrough stage before my life ends.

I prefer to live as an ordinary person in this quiet village. If possible, I would like to get married and start a family.”

Geum Yeongyeong’s eyes sparkled.

“Do you mean the lady who was sitting beside you earlier?”

Elder Jong’s face turned slightly red.

“Well, it’s embarrassing to admit, but I do have feelings for her. I find myself drawn to her unblemished demeanor, raised in a harmonious family. And isn’t she beautiful as well?”

He really seemed to like her.

Seoran jumped up and made a bold statement.

“I have a great idea!”

It was time for Ryu Seoran, a Hong Kong martial arts movie enthusiast, to take action.

******

A considerable amount of time had passed since the three entered the shrine.

But the inside of the shrine remained silent.

Because of the spell, but the villagers didn’t know that.

The people of the Shim clan village were murmuring.

“What’s going on?”

“Shouldn’t someone go in and check?”

Miss Shim, who had been sitting next to Elder Jong, was already on edge.

Finally, a young man, unable to bear it any longer, approached the shrine.


But before he could even open the door, Seoran burst out.

The unique part was that she was thrown out, shattering the door.

The startled villagers quickly stepped back.

In an instant, an arena surrounded by people was created.

Soon, Geum Yeongyeong was also thrown into the arena.

Seoran and Geum Yeongyeong quickly got up and took their stances.

Their dual Fangtian Huaji aimed inside the shrine.

Stepping over the shattered door, Elder Jong appeared.

The spectators held their breath, watching the three in a standoff.

“Haat!”

Seoran’s energetic shout was the signal.

Three masters clashed.

The combined martial arts experience of over a hundred years.

Geum Yeongyeong, spinning her Fangtian Huaji like a windmill, swung it horizontally.

Elder Jong leapt gracefully into the air.

The missed Fangtian Huaji smashed into the shrine wall.

Seoran’s Fangtian Huaji thrust towards Elder Jong in midair like a lightning bolt.

Elder Jong kicked the spear shaft, deflecting the attack.

In the blink of an eye, several exchanges occurred.

The battle entered a brief lull.

The villagers, who had witnessed the fierce battle up close, looked dazed.

Elder Jong asked the two women.

“Must blood be shed to resolve this?”

His acting skills were slightly lacking, but his voice projection was excellent.

A deep voice resonated in the tense atmosphere.

And the fact that the speaker was a handsome middle-aged man added to the impact.

Somehow, it seemed like the line was from a man with a storied past.

The villagers, unconsciously, leaned in to listen.

They didn’t know the details but felt there must be a significant history behind it.

The villagers began to get more absorbed in the situation.

At that moment, Geum Yeongyeong provided a timely hint.

“Master’s nemesis!”

Ah, so it was the master’s nemesis.

The story suddenly became much more intriguing.

The two warriors lunged at their enemy once again.

For reference, this was Geum Yeongyeong’s last line for now.

Her acting was simply too terrible.

There were flashy but impractical moves everywhere.

However, to the untrained eye, they looked like near-miraculous finishing moves.

It was a collaboration between the weapons expert Geum Yeongyeong and Hong Kong martial arts film enthusiast Ryu Seoran.

Their goal was action that catered to the audience.

It was flashy but intuitive, making it clear who was attacking and who was defending at a glance.

Thus, the villagers of the Shim clan could easily follow all the developments.

The Fangtian Huaji wielded by the two warriors sliced through everything in their path.

Despite the precarious situations that seemed as if they would lead to fatal injuries, Elder Jong remained unscathed.

It was clear who the superior warrior was.

Finally, the climax approached.

The two female warriors, surrounding Elder Jong from front and back, launched a storm of attacks.

The two Fangtian Huaji traced numerous paths without hindering each other.

They almost appeared as if they were one person.

But victory belonged to the protagonist.

The two warriors were struck by a brilliant counterattack and rolled across the dirt ground.

As she tumbled, Seoran subtly threw off her straw hat.

Although her face was still partially covered, it was clear to anyone that she was a stunning beauty.

Seoran looked at the fallen Geum Yeongyeong and shouted.

“Senior sister!”

But she didn’t move.

She looked as if she were dead.

Seoran spoke with a tone of resentment.

“Ugh, kill me! I won’t beg for my life from an enemy!”

Elder Jong responded.

“I missed your vital spots. I won’t detain you, so take your companion and leave.”

“Why didn’t you kill us?”

“Out of respect for your master.”

Respect?

The villagers thought.

“Respect?”

Seoran asked on their behalf.

Elder Jong looked wistfully at the sky.

“Though we were embroiled in a fatal battle due to fate’s mischief, he was a fellow chivalrous warrior like me. Thus, it’s not I who spared you, but your master.”

It was a sufficiently impressive line, but one that could be interpreted in multiple ways.

Seoran alternated her gaze between Geum Yeongyeong and Elder Jong.

She was visually expressing her psychological anguish through large and exaggerated gestures.

The villagers of Shim clan waited with intense focus to see what choice Seoran would make.

Seoran, limping, glared at Elder Jong.

But soon she turned around, slung the fallen Geum Yeongyeong over her shoulder, grabbed her weapon, and walked out of the village.

The people stepped back and made way for her.

Seoran paused at the entrance and said,

“Thank you for sparing my senior sister.”

And then the extras exited the stage.

The villagers looked at the protagonist.

They felt respect not just for his superb martial arts but for his mercy in sparing even those who had aimed weapons at him.

Shim Sojeo felt her heart pounding as if it would burst.

There was no other choice but for Elder Jong to take responsibility and live together for a hundred years.


******

Seoran and Geum Yeongyeong headed towards the capital city of Yuna.

They had gained information, apologized, and even put on a play.

Thanks to that, they felt really relieved.

Elder Jong, have a lovely romance.



 
  
    Chapter 32: Western Duo – 3


The Samhwan Sect became devastated after the civil war.

The most serious problem was the lack of people.

There were no intact One Spirit-root holder practitioners in the sect.

One was dead, and the other was half-dead.

They perished together in mutual destruction.

Even the Determination and Foundation practitioners were halved.

Countless died from assaults, assassinations, betrayals, and executions.

The surviving practitioners naturally began to hate each other.

Even the high level practitioners were devastated.

Due to the civil war’s chaos, they wasted the crucial time needed for cultivation.

Recruiting potential talents was neglected, leading to an inevitable severe talent shortage.

It wasn’t just the people that were damaged.

Overexploitation dried up the nearby dragon veins.

The spiritual herbs withered due to lack of care.

It was impossible to estimate how much of the techniques, spells, and artifacts were lost.

There was virtually nothing left in the sect.

And the troubled times gave rise to a villain.

Yijimok, a single-rooted practitioner, was a very young man for a Determination-level practitioner.

If not for the upheaval in the Samhwan Sect, he would have surely reached the Original Spirit level soon.

But the civil war had already broken out, and there was no way to focus on cultivation.

Even after the final battle, the chaos did not disappear.

The hastily patched-up resentments could explode at any moment, and there was no sign of operations returning to normal.

The desperate leadership kept making blunders.

Yijimok quickly realized this.

The Samhwan Sect was bound to remain in chaos.

Practitioners who had become mortal enemies, devastated production capabilities, and talent shortages at all levels.

To Yijimok, the Samhwan Sect was no longer a wing but a shackle.

So he decided to break the shackle.

First, he assassinated the Original Spirit-level practitioner who had become a living corpse.

Since the practitioner was in a coma, the difference in levels was meaningless.

When the only hope of reaching the Transformation level died in vain, immense chaos ensued.

Yijimok diligently sowed discord among the leadership.

It was his first time doing this, but it wasn’t very difficult.

In the end, the leadership, who had already built up grudges, began to turn on each other, killing one another.

Yijimok moved around, instigating internal conflicts and framing the innocent.

It turned out that he had more talent as a betrayer than as a practitioner.

The leadership split into factions and fought like dogs.

Only five Determination-level practitioners survived.

And among them, only Yijimok was unscathed.

Yijimok easily dealt with the injured.

The sole survivor, Yijimok, took all the cultivation resources of the Samhwan Sect and disappeared.

The remaining Connection and Foundation practitioners were stunned.

There were no high-level practitioners or cultivation resources left.

The Samhwan Sect was effectively disbanded.

It all happened within a couple of months.

The lower-level practitioners were forced to make a choice.

Either give up the cultivation and live as criminals,

or continue cultivation alone in the mountains.

Some gave up and left for the secular world.

Some went deeper into the mountains with their friends.

Some entertained a slightly wicked plan.

Gathering many comrades to start another sect.

The lawless ones with bad intentions numbered roughly three hundred.

They diligently dug up secret information that the Samhwan Sect had acquired long ago when it was intact.

Finally, they had a target.

The logistics center of the Ojukmun-Geumjak that had existed for centuries seemed the most promising.

They plundered the piled-up cultivation resources.

The heavily successful bandits immediately fled to Unara across the border.

And they scattered into small groups.

After all, with only about three hundred people, they couldn’t defeat the pursuit teams sent by two sects.

Monk Yo and his friends continued to live as outlaws even after the bandits disbanded.

They couldn’t forget the thrilling memory of obtaining immense cultivation resources in one raid.

They longed for the intense satisfaction of piercing through spines.

Now, they had no intention of cultivating diligently as before.

They began to seek new prey.

Those who had once made big money were prone to becoming gambling addicts.

And for those who sought easy and quick results, there were few choices as attractive as Madogongbeop.

**********

Monk Beum emerged into the secular world after the downfall of the Samhwan Sect.

He went to Wangdo where people were plentiful and started acting as a doctor.

Thanks to his trained skills in alchemy and extensive knowledge of the human body from alchemy training, he quickly gained fame.

He treated mild patients with simple prescriptions.

For severe cases, he secretly used law techniques to heal them before prescribing medicine.

He even saved someone who had been stabbed several times in the abdomen.

He didn’t even charge for medicine from the poor.

People called him Doctor Beum for a reason.

One day, while wandering through the forest to find herbs, Monk Beum discovered traces of eerie magic.

Ignoring the foul stench, he arrived where about twenty monks had gathered.

Recognizing one of them, Monk Beum said,


“Yo baek? No, what in the world is this?”

The monk called Yo baek and his colleagues turned to look at him.

Monk Beum chuckled quietly.

“Hey, tell me, what’s with this murky change in your magic?”

Monk Beum replied,

“How do I look to you?”

He boasted, releasing his magic power.

A dreadful force surged and billowed heavily.

The startled Monk Beum realized something and exclaimed, “Ma, Madogongbeop! Why such a heinous thing?!”

Madogongbeop refers to a type of technique that extends the user’s lifespan by usurping the lives of others.

Usually, it involves dreadful methods like cannibalism or vampirism.

Because it is highly inefficient, massive slaughter is necessary to achieve a satisfactory lifespan.

During this process, both one’s power and soul become murky.

Due to the impure power, reaching higher spiritual realms becomes impossible, and if the soul becomes completely tainted, one often turns into a lunatic.

Ultimately, all users of Madogongbeop end up resembling voracious monsters, meeting a dismal fate.

Monk Beum earnestly pleaded, “Yo, my friend! Are you in your right mind now?! It’s not too late, so scatter that power immediately!”

Monk Yo and his friends mocked Monk Beum.

“I’m always in my right mind. Aren’t I?”

“Yes, I haven’t felt this refreshed in a while.”

“Why haven’t I used this good thing until now?”

Monk Beum’s complexion paled instantly.

It seemed too late to save his doomed comrade.

Moreover, they realized the purpose of their arrival in Wangdo.

Undoubtedly, they planned to capture and consume the people living in Wangdo to enhance their mastery of Madogongbeop.

Monk Yo informed, “Hey, Beom. Consider this proposal out of our old friendship. If you learn Madogongbeop and join us as comrades, we’ll spare you.”

The monks began to surround Beom .

“Decide quickly. We can’t wait long.”

Beom was already resigned to death.

Therefore, he immediately launched a surprise attack on Yo.

He hoped his childhood friend would die as a human rather than a monster.

However, his powerful spell was futilely blocked by the barrier already in place by Yo.

With resignation, Yo remarked, “I thought you might do that.”

Immediately, a merciless attack rained down on Monk Beum.

Looking down at his severely injured former friend, Yo said, “You pretended to be noble until the end, only to die.”

He raised his hand to end his life, but before he could, someone shouted, “Wait!”

Rustling through the dense bushes, two small heads popped out.

One was a mature woman, and the other was a young girl.

They were Geum and Seoran.

On their way to Wangdo, just like Monk Beum, they detected the murky power and traced its source.

Approaching, Geumyeongyeong said, “Is it time for judgment?”

Seoran reached out her arm to restrain her.

“No, not yet. Let’s not rush into action. We can’t afford to repeat the same mistake. Understanding the whole situation is crucial first,” Geumyeongyeong nodded her head and stepped back.

Yo asked Injo, who suddenly appeared and started babbling, “What are you doing here? Judging by your aura, you’re undoubtedly a Accumulation Stage sect member. Do you even know how to count?”

The situation had more than ten times the number of people. From Yo’s and his Madogongbeop friends’ perspective, it was an unbelievably relaxed attitude.

Suddenly, Seoran shouted, “Have you learned Madogongbeop?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

The questioning continued, “Did you happen to not know about Madogongbeop, or were you forcefully taught against your will?”

“We learned Madogongbeop of our own volition.”

The final question that determines life and death was thrown out, “Have you harmed anyone to achieve Madogongbeop?”

“Yes, now we plan to catch and eat more.”

They succeeded in getting a confession.


Geum asked again, “Is it really judgment time now?”

Holding a photon cannon in each hand, Seoran replied, “Yes, judgment time has come.”

It was time for Seoran, a fan of Hong Kong martial arts movies and American westerns, to step forward.







 
  
    Chapter 33: Western Duo – 4


Geum Yeongyeong formed a seal with her hands, and the battle began.

Her wide sleeves fluttered violently in the swirling spell power.

The bead bracelet on her wrists shone.

The large iron beads all turned into magical artifacts.

In an instant, ten round shields and ten crescent halberds sprang forth.

It was a storm of magical artifacts inherited from her relatives, built with the concentrated investment of her martial sect, and unleashed with her natural talent.

A total of twenty magical artifacts flew as if performing a dance.

Two monks, who were close by, were cut into pieces without even completing their barrier spell.

One who barely managed to use a barrier spell was also cut down, barrier and all, by the power of the high-grade attack artifacts.

The disparity was unbelievable for opponents of the same level.

The monk acting as the leader shouted.

“Gather together! We can’t stop her alone!”

The monks formed a dense formation and collectively activated a barrier spell.

A large and thick barrier enveloped the monks.

It was precarious, but they succeeded in blocking the magical artifacts launched by Geum Yeong-yeong.

The head monk issued another command.

“Half of you, maintain the barrier! The rest, use attack artifacts…”

But the command was never completed.

A photon cannon fired at the clustered monks.

An inaudible, invisible killing beam attacked the enemies.

The barrier, more than ten layers thick, along with the four monks, was pierced, leaving enough power to collapse several trees.

It all happened the moment the trigger was pulled.

“Scatter!”

Someone instinctively shouted.

It was no different from a scream of terror.

The monks began to flee like a flock of sheep without a single one thinking to counterattack.

A monk who ran blindly was impaled by a crescent halberd.

A monk who took out and rode a flying artifact was hit by the photon cannon and turned to dust.

The fleeing ones were hunted first.

In that sense, Monk Yo was lucky.

Panicking caused him to hesitate, allowing him to survive a bit longer.

Most of the more than twenty monks were killed.

Monk Yo felt death approaching.

And he was consumed by despair and anger.

A murky aura began to engulf his soul.

Why was he born as a lowly non-spiritual root? Why did he have to lose everything? Why did he have to die so miserably in this forest?

Monk Yo had lived with pent-up anger in his heart.

He had experienced many grievances due to his bad qualification as a non-spiritual root.

While he thirsted for a handful of spirit stones, someone else rapidly advanced their level with mountains of spirit stones and elixirs.

He found it incredibly irritating to see someone who was merely lucky enough to be born with good spiritual roots acting all high and mighty.

If I had as many spirit stones and elixirs as they did, I would have reached the Qi Accumulation stage at an early age.

If that had happened, I could have enjoyed eternal youth without growing old so miserably and unsightly.

Maybe she would have loved me forever and never left me.

My first and last love.

The memory of the day I shyly offered her a bouquet of wildflowers is still unforgettable.

Love began with a shy confession, and the boy and girl held their tender hands together.

But now, only wrinkled hands remained alone.

Now, instead of the scent of wildflowers, there was only the smell of blood.

His soul, tainted by demonic arts, slowly crumbled.

Memories close to the present sank into the ink.

It was the process of losing humanity and turning into a monster.

The half-insane Yo raised his spell power.

And he raised his hand, glaring at the Beom.

He intended to take at least one life with him since he was already as good as dead.

Beomga, you always pretended to be noble alone.

Let’s see if you can still do that while dying by my hand.

I’ll make sure you die in the most painful way possible.

Yo looked into the eyes of the fallen Beom.

He thought it would be satisfying to see his mask come off.

He wanted to see his face filled with hatred.

But there was no hatred there.

The eyes of the Beom only showed compassion and worry.

The feelings were solely directed towards Yo .

It was the same as when they first met.

A still intact memory emerged from the depths of Yo’s soul.

It was a memory from when both were young boys, not old men full of wrinkles.

It was also the moment they became childhood friends.

At that time, both were eleven years old.

Beom approached Yo, who had sprained his ankle while avoiding a frog.

He had the same worried expression back then.

Carrying the injured Yo down the mountain, Beom asked.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Yo Baek, my name is Yo Baek.’

‘You got hurt trying not to step on the frog, right?’

‘You saw?’

‘Yes.’

They walked down the mountain in silence for a while.

Almost at the lodging, Yo asked.

‘What’s your name?’


‘Me? I’m Beom Reung.’

‘Thanks for helping me today.’

‘Sure.’

From then on, the two boys became friends.

The old Yo Baek looked at the white-haired Beom Reung.

Yes, Beom Reung.

My childhood friend, Beom Reung.

The friend who seemed eternal.

Yo Baek stared blankly at his friend who had grown old like him.

Something was reflected in the worried and concerned eyes of his friend.

His face, twisted with hatred, was reflected.

It was like the visage of a demon.

An old man’s face filled with concern for his friend.

The face of a demon trying to harm his friend.

Their eyes met, reflecting each other’s faces like a mirror.

Old man, demon, old man, demon.

Again, old man, demon, old man, demon.

Old man, demon, old man, old man.

Yo Baek came to his senses.

The last bit of his humanity briefly pushed away the demonic arts.

And a belated realization struck him.

Yo Baek lamented as he looked at his own face.

How hideously I’ve aged.

Where has the boy gone who tried so hard not to step on a frog, Yo Baek?

Where has the boy gone who hesitated all the way to the lodge before asking a name, Yo Baek?

Where has the boy gone who shyly smiled while offering a bouquet of wildflowers, Yo Baek?

It wasn’t my appearance but my heart that had become wretched.

I’ve lost the simplicity that made me hesitate and feel shy.

All that remains is hatred towards the world.

What she loved wasn’t my youth but my innocence, yet I only resented her without realizing this.

A belated regret that he should have heeded Beom Reung’s advice.

Yo Baek lowered his hand, weeping.

Immediately after, Yo Baek was struck by the photon cannon and died.

It was a death he met as a human, not a monster.

He was the last of the more than twenty monks.

Seoran asked the crying Beom.

“Was he someone you knew?”

Beom nodded.

“Yes, we’ve known each other for over a hundred years.”

Seoran and Geumyeongyeong’s faces turned pale.

“Oh…”

“That…”

Beom spoke to the two women who were stammering and unable to speak.

“There is no need to feel that way. As long as he practiced demonic arts, this was bound to happen eventually. Dying here is a blessing. At least he died as a human.”

The fact that Beom was alive was proof of this.

His friend hadn’t used sorcery against him.

He had merely shed tears.

Beom wiped his eyes and bowed.

“You two monks have saved me and the people living in the capital. I apologize for not thanking you sooner in the chaos.”

The two people felt uncomfortable because their senior by over a hundred years was bowing to them.

Seeing their excellent skills yet pure hearts, the old man smiled gently.

Seoran and Geumyeongyeong politely declined Beom’s invitation to host them at his home and left the capital.

Beom Reung, left alone, made graves for Yo Baek and the other monks before returning to the capital.

******

Autumn arrived.

Seoran and Geumyeongyeong swept across the entire Yuna Nation.

However, they still had not found Yodan.

They also couldn’t find the monks who attacked the logistics hub.

They ended up just catching and killing bandits.

The rumors of the two female warriors who handled the Fangtian Huaji remarkably well spread throughout the Yuna Nation.

It had already been six months since they left the Ogukmun in the spring.

While sitting side by side under an abandoned house, watching the autumn rain, Seoran spoke first.

“Should we just go back?”

After a moment of silence, Geumyeongyeong asked.

“What about the Black Scale Reverse Blood Poison Yodan?”

“Just, we need to forget it.”

“Are you okay with that?”

Seoran buried her head between her knees and replied.

“Honestly, if it’s been half a year, whoever took it must have swallowed it twice by now.”

Geumyeongyeong nodded in agreement.

Only the sound of the drizzling autumn rain could be heard.

The next day, the two warriors left the abandoned house after waking up.

It seemed there had been a strong storm last night, as there were uprooted trees lying around.

Seoran, walking with her head down, found something in the mud.

It was a fist-sized crystal orb.

It was so transparent that she could see through to the other side.

But it didn’t feel like it had any spiritual energy.

What is this, just a decoration?

Then why is it here in the middle of the mountains?

Did merchants drop it while carrying it?

Seoran quickly put the crystal orb in her bag.

She decided to keep it as a souvenir.

If it was lost in such a mountain, it wouldn’t be a crime to take it.

Seoran and Geumyeongyeong boarded their flying artifact and returned to the Ogukmun.

Surprisingly, Yodan had already returned.

The joint pursuit squad of Ogukmun and Geumjak had wiped out the bandit gang and found it.

It was said that this happened already in the summer.

Seoran and Geumyeongyeong were so shocked they almost fainted.

However, someone in the Yuna Nation actually did faint.

A long-lived carp had accidentally gained spiritual power and became a spirit beast.

After diligently cultivating, the carp became a dragon.

Hundreds of years later, the dragon had nearly completed condensing its spiritual power into a Yeouiju.

All it needed was to capture lightning to become a true Yeouiju.

Coincidentally, during a storm, the dragon had placed the Yeouiju outside its nest.

But the Yeouiju had been blown away by the wind and fallen into the mud.


The crystal orb that Seoran picked up was precisely the Yeouiju.

The dragon cried out in despair.

“No, my Yeouiju!”

The extreme shock caused the dragon to faint on the spot.





 
  
    Chapter 34: Temporarily Holding Hands


The time to part ways had come.

“Seoran, you must send letters, okay?”

“Of course, Yeongyeong.”

Their voices were filled with deep regret.

They embraced each other tightly.

They hadn’t expected to become so close in just six months.

Seoran, once a cold city man, shed a tear.

Seeing her tears, Geum Yeongyeong also began to cry.

Droplets fell onto the snow piled knee-high.

“Let’s definitely meet again.”

“Yeah.”

With reddened eyes, they clasped hands and made a promise.

To meet again in a few years.

The pair of warriors who drastically reduced the number of bandits in the Yuna Nation thus parted ways.

However, the earnest promise to reunite in a few years was not kept.

A significant change occurred in the friendly relations between Ojukmun and Geumjak, the two cultivation sects.

Law artifacts are usually made of metal or stone.

Geumjak primarily dealt with metal and earth elements.

Ojukmun thought about Geumjak.

‘These guys have some pretty good artifacts.’

Pills are concocted by putting ingredients in water and boiling them with fire.

Ojukmun mainly dealt with fire and water elements.

Geumjak had similar thoughts about Ojukmun.

‘These guys are pretty good at concocting pills.’

Through their joint response to the recent raid, the two sects learned even more about each other.

Ojukmun is the most famous sect for alchemy on the Western Continent.

Geumjak’s refining techniques have a similar reputation.

Each sect had items that were desperately needed by the other.

When someone else has something you need, a barbaric person tries to take it by force.

But a wise person thinks about whether they have something the other person needs.

This gave rise to the concept of trade.

Ojukmun and Geumjak were already trading at the logistics hub.

They just needed to diversify their trade items.

Thus, a large-scale exchange of talents and techniques began.

Seoran and the exchange student Geum Yeongyeong met again.

Their tearful farewell, like a scene from a romance movie, was less than a month old.

It was a rather awkward situation.

In any case, the pair of warriors reunited.

Seoran took Geum Yeongyeong on a tour of Ojukmun.

She planned to introduce her to Ho and Lageum.

When she first visited Ojukmun, she left quickly for the Yuna Nation, so there was no opportunity to get acquainted.

They headed to the library first.

They were to meet Ho, who had become a teacher at the library.

It was last summer when the duo Seoran and Geumyeongyeong, who had gone to the Yu Nation, were instilling tension in the now lax outlaw community.

As usual, Ho was meditating when she suddenly reached the Nascent Formation stage.

She achieved this at the age of twenty-five.

There’s one fact people tend to forget because she often talks about Kwonkaksul like a parrot.

She was born into a prestigious family that almost monopolized the chancellor’s position since the founding of the Yang Nation and was known for her brilliant intellect.

Ho, who learned to read at seven and memorized dozens of scriptures, was a famous figure in the capital.

She was definitely not just a chimpanzee who knew how to punch.

With her superior talent called Iyeonggeun, a genius mind, and a body trained by Kwonkaksul, she broke through the barrier in one go.

Ho easily became a Nascent Formation cultivator.

She achieved this several years faster than the average Iyeonggeun cultivator.

Moreover, as a Suyeonggeun holder, her future was bright.

Ojukmun’s leadership discussed where to place Ho with satisfaction.

First of all, they decided against putting her in the martial arts hall.

They sincerely hoped she would practice Kwonkaksul only as a hobby.

It would be great if they could place her in a department where she could fully utilize her strengths.

A calm and reticent personality, an excellent mind, exemplary behavior, and extensive knowledge of scriptures.

The position of a teacher at the academy seemed perfect for her.

The leadership unanimously agreed.

A strict, solemn, and serious academy teacher who would instill knowledge and manners in children was born.

However, the leadership overlooked one fact.

Ho only becomes reserved and speaks little in front of peers or adults she’s not familiar with.

In front of children at least ten years younger than her, she turns into a fluent speaker in an instant.

In a way, it was indeed the perfect job for her.

An eight-year-old girl came to find the teacher.

“Teacher, I got ink on my hand!”

“Oh my, did you? Is it on your hand?”

Ho gently tickled the girl’s palm.

The child laughed heartily and hugged the teacher.

There was no trace of strictness, solemnity, or seriousness.

Sometimes, she even satisfied her own whims.

“Gasp! This fist?!”

A boy asked in surprise.

“What’s wrong with my fist? What’s wrong?”

Ho, seriously examining the boy’s fist, said,

“It’s a fist born to learn Kwonkaksul! You could become the greatest master in the world!”

“Really?!”


Ho nodded with a serious expression.

Seoran, who had been watching from a distance, passed by the academy entrance.

Geum Yeongyeong asked in confusion.

“Ho is right there, isn’t she? Didn’t you say you’d introduce me?”

“It seems she’s busy.”

Imagine how surprised a stranger would be to see her playing with the children in such a playful manner.

Ho is more delicate than she appears.

She might even faint from embarrassment.

To protect Ho’s dignity, Seoran quickly took Geumyeongyeong away from the scene.

Their second destination was the medicine hall where Lageum worked.

Last summer, after joining Ojukmun, Lageum, who always complained about cleaning the medicine hall, had her wish fulfilled.

She was finally free from cleaning the medicine hall.

But her wish was only half granted.

Lageum still worked at the medicine hall.

She no longer just wiped away dust with a wet cloth.

Instead, she became an assistant in alchemy.

The reason was Lageum’s keen sense of smell.

As usual, Lageum was wiping a jar containing medicinal herbs when she noticed a strange smell.

It was the scent coming from the herbs in the jar.

Lageum remembered that the original scent was different.

She immediately reported this to the alchemist.

The alchemist, half in doubt, inspected the herbs in the jar.

Surprisingly, the herbs had a faint mold growing on them.

The alchemist praised Lageum and quickly ran to the personnel manager.

An individual with such a keen sense of smell was better suited for alchemy than for mopping.

From that day on, Lageum became an alchemist’s assistant.

She had a job where she had to endure the smell of medicinal decoctions, which she detested, all day long and at the closest proximity.

Since she was not yet at the level to start learning alchemy, she only studied various medical texts for the time being.

There was so much to learn: how to brew medicinal decoctions, proper herb management, the structure and functions of the human body, the process of making powdered medicine, the types and effects of pills, and so on.

She missed the days when she could comfortably mop the floor.

She was so busy that she had no time to meet her friends.

Seoran hadn’t seen Lageum since returning from Yunara either.

Today happened to be a day off from her duties at the medicine hall.

It was a great opportunity to meet Lageum, who was practically confined to the medicine hall.

As they descended to the basement of the medicine hall, they saw a small door.

Opening the door, they were greeted by a room filled with books.

Barely squeezing through the narrow passageway, they saw Lageum sitting at a desk reading a medical text.

She had the glazed eyes of someone who was on the verge of mental exhaustion.

Seoran and Geumyeongyeong greeted her energetically.

“Lageum, it’s been a while! This is Monk Geum, say hello!”

“Hello, nice to meet you! I’m Geum Yeongyeong!”

There was no response.

“Lageum?”

Seoran called out to Lageum and gently touched her.

Lageum sprang up as if she had been hit by an arrow and shouted,

“I really wasn’t sleeping! Please believe me!”

Surveying her surroundings frantically, Iageum sighed in relief.

There were no alchemists present.

Only Sister Seoran and an unfamiliar woman were there.

Iageum slightly bowed and hugged Seoran.

“Oh, it was you, Sister. Did you come to see me at the medicine hall? I’m really touched.”

But this time, Seoran was silent.

Lageum straightened up and looked down at Seoran, asking,

“Sister, what’s wrong?”

Seoran, with a horrified expression, could only gape.

Confronted with an unbelievable reality, her brain functions had momentarily stalled.

Barely regaining her composure, Seoran looked up at Iageum and stammered,

“Lageum, your body… your body is strange.”

Iageum looked down at her own body.

There seemed to be nothing wrong as usual.

Puzzled, she asked,

“What do you mean strange? I don’t see anything wrong.”

Seoran, her eyes scanning Lageum up and down, said,

“Your arms and legs… they’re too long…”

“Oh! That?”

Iageum laughed lightly.

“I’m still only fifteen, of course, I’m growing taller.”

Lageum swung her long limbs that didn’t quite match her still youthful face.

In the half year since Seoran last saw her, Iageum had shot up like a bamboo, now more than a head taller than Seoran.


Even so, she was just about the average height for a female practitioner.

But to the significantly shorter Seoran, she looked like a giant.

“This must be a dream…”

Denying it wouldn’t change anything.
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Seoran often felt uneasy about certain things.

After reaching the Accumulation stage and becoming an immortal, many strange things started happening.

First, a tailor came and took her body measurements.

Then, they made a massive amount of various clothes in those exact measurements and brought them to her.

Her wardrobe was so full it seemed like it would burst.

Wouldn’t they soon not fit? Why so many?

Wouldn’t it be a waste of fabric if they became too small later?

Were they treating her specially because she had reached the Accumulation stage?

Seoran didn’t think much of it.

Once, she went to the communal dining hall for dinner.

As she entered, someone ran over from afar and gave her a dedicated chair.

The back of the chair, which had unusually long legs, was labeled ‘Ryu Seoran.’

What could this possibly mean?

Although she was a bit uncomfortable usually, was it necessary?

Were they treating her specially because she had reached the Accumulation Stage?

Seoran didn’t think much of it this time either.

Many other daily items were also made to fit Seoran’s physique.

Even more, they were all luxurious items meticulously crafted by artisans from high-quality materials.

Seoran’s two-story pavilion was quickly filled with cute furniture.

She should have noticed it earlier, but she was too busy with worldly travels, experiments, and tracking down robbers.

However, the enormous gap that Iagum had boasted about during their long-awaited reunion became a crucial clue.

Seoran finally realized the source of her discomfort.

None of the Ojukmun monks had ever considered the possibility of Seoran’s physical growth.

Why did they make so many clothes in the same size?

Because she wouldn’t grow anymore.

Why did they make a chair with unusually long legs?

Because otherwise, she’d be uncomfortable forever.

Why did they fill her room with cute, luxurious furniture?

Because the owner would forever be a shorty.

When the Ojukmun monks had questions, they went to the library.

So Seoran ran to the library.

Now she noticed there was even a footstool prepared for her.

It seemed to be placed there for her to use to reach books on the high shelves.

Seoran immediately grabbed a librarian and asked.

“Excuse me, if one reaches the Accumulation Stage, does physical growth stop?”

The librarian nodded and answered.

“Of course.”

“I, I didn’t hear anything about that?”

The librarian asked with a puzzled expression.

“Wasn’t it written in the Pure Land Records? That can’t be.”

She tilted her head and went to the shelves, took out a book, and opened it.

After briefly scanning the contents, she handed it to Seoran.

She pointed to a specific passage with her finger.

‘When one reaches the Accumulation Stage, additional achievements such as an invulnerable body and eternal youth follow.’

The librarian spoke.

“It clearly states ‘eternal youth’ here. Was the book Investigator Ryu received a defective copy?”

Absolutely not.

The Pure Land Records that Seoran received also clearly mentioned eternal youth.

However, Seoran felt extremely wronged.

“They said I wouldn’t age, not that I would stop growing…”

Seoran’s imagined version of eternal youth was as follows.

First, she would continue to grow until she reached her twenties, then live forever with a fully matured, youthful appearance.

She never imagined she would live forever as a child.

But the librarian delivered the heartbreaking truth.

“Eternal youth is just a figurative expression. To put it bluntly, it’s like firing clay into pottery. From the moment one reaches the Accumulation stage, the monk’s body doesn’t change.”

“So, I have to live my entire life in this form?”

“Unless you have the ability to turn pottery back into clay… probably so. Or unless you undergo a mythical transformation. But first, you’d have to ascend and become an immortal.”

Seoran collapsed weakly and muttered.

“This, this isn’t right…”

Of course, the librarian didn’t care.

“I’m busy, so I’ll be going…”

The librarian, leaving, thought to herself.

Honestly, isn’t that common sense?

In fact, it was common sense.

Among the monks of Ojukmun who reached the Accumulation stage, there was only one who didn’t know this fact.

It was Ryu Seoran, writhing in anguish on the wooden floor of the library.

No one had told Seoran.

It wasn’t that they maliciously ostracized her.

From the start, even if they wanted to get close, it was impossible when she was constantly repeating sleep, meals, and training.

In truth, Seoran had effectively isolated herself from others.

In this situation, she reached the Accumulation stage in her first year of training.

No one had the time to tell her anything.

Moreover, the dazzling halo of her talent also played a big part in blinding people.

Honestly, it was unbelievable that a genius who succeeded in gathering Qi at sixteen didn’t know such a simple fact.

Ryu Seoran, with her unbelievable talent, finished cleaning the floor and stood up.

It was the resilience befitting the youngest monk to reach the Accumulation Stage.

Pain that doesn’t kill you becomes the driving force for growth.

Mumbling about her shattered dream, Seoran left the library.

“I wanted to be as amazing as Monk Ho…”


To confess, Ho was Seoran’s role model.

Her mysterious beauty that enhanced her calm aura, her perfectly trained, tall figure with golden proportions, her undeniable knowledge, and brilliance that couldn’t be hidden.

…including her intelligence.

Except for the fact that she turned into a clown in front of children, she was a peerless beauty, like something out of a painting.

This was why she had devoted supporters of all genders.

Seoran secretly wished for such a fan club.

Since returning to being a man was out of the question, she thought she might as well live being worshipped like an idol.

So she stretched every night without fail.

Her appearance and intelligence were already perfect, so if only she could grow taller, her goal would be easily achieved.

But now, it was all over.

A complete transformation was a realm that existed half in imagination, and Seoran did not have the skill to turn pottery back into clay.

She was destined to live forever looking up at others.

Back home, Seoran left a letter.

‘The disappointment is too great, so I am leaving for a while. Please do not try to find me.’

Then she rode the Blue Flame Lotus out of the Great Boundary.

She planned to soothe her empty heart with gourmet tourism.

The first stop was a famous duck dish even royalty sought out.

Someone was watching Seoran.

******

There are two ways a dragon is born.

The first is simply being born as a dragon.

The second is becoming a dragon on one’s own.

A rich man from the western part of Yuna built a luxurious villa in the mountains.

Such a building naturally needed a garden and a pond.

So, he released a few carp into the pond he had created.

The rich man quickly grew tired of the villa after using it a few times.

It was incredibly inconvenient, being deep in the mountains.

Eventually, he just had it minimally maintained and abandoned it.

One day, it rained as if a hole had opened in the sky.

A nearby valley overflowed and swept away the villa.

The flood that destroyed the garden and broke the walls became a small catalyst.

A carp that had spent its whole life in the pond was swept into the world.

The current carrying the carp flowed down a mountain slope and into a vertical cave.

At the bottom of the vertical cave was a lake.

The carp, miraculously, survived the fall into the lake.

A hundred years passed as it ate small bugs in the lake filled with spiritual energy.

The once insignificant creature became a spiritual being.

It had created its own magical power.

And three hundred more years passed.

The spiritual carp finally transformed into a dragon.

The newly reborn dragon first raised its head.

Far above, beyond the long vertical cave, the sky was visible.

The blue sky, the drifting clouds, the bright sun.

The newly born dragon was captivated by the beauty of the sky.

A primal longing for ascension.

It was an inevitable desire for any dragon.

The young dragon was no exception.

Unable to fly yet, it climbed the vertical passage by hand.

The narrow sky expanded to fill its view.

This was why the mortal world was often called the world beneath heaven.

The dragon unknowingly spoke.

“I must create the Yeouiju.”

To ascend to the heavens.

It took six hundred years to nearly complete the Yeouiju.

On a stormy day with thunder and lightning, it placed the Yeouiju on the top of a high rocky mountain.

The fruit of its thousand years of effort since falling into the cave lake was finally within reach.

But the next day, when it emerged from its nest, it found that some audacious human had stolen the Yeouiju.

The dragon felt its Yeouiju heading east.

A dragon without its Yeouiju cannot fly.

Thus, it pursued the Yeouiju thief on foot from western Yunara to Yangara.

The dragon silently followed the energy of its Yeouiju, stopping outside the Great Boundary of Ojukmun.

Unfortunately, having lost most of its power, it could not confront a sect directly.

It had no choice but to wait for the Yeouiju thief to come out.

At last, the thief, laden with the energy of the Yeouiju, exited the Great Boundary.

The dragon immediately used its magic.


A tremendous gust of wind blew the disciple riding the flying artifact into a secluded canyon.

The dragon leapt at the Yeouiju thief and shouted.

“Give me back my Yeouiju right now!”

Seoran, grabbed by the scruff by a child, had a bewildered expression.
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Seoran asked with a dumbfounded expression.

“Wh-who are you?”

The opponent appeared younger than Seoran.

But it was definitely not human.

The pure power equivalent to a senior disciple and the deer antlers on her head like branches were proof.

The girl shouted.

“I am the owner of the Yeouiju you stole!”

Seoran reflexively asked back.

“The Yeouiju, you mean, a dragon?”

Dragons were legendary creatures that controlled rain, wind, clouds, and lightning, majestically soaring through the sky.

The Yeouiju was essential for a dragon to fully ascend beyond the mortal world.

In other words, the Yeouiju was a dragon’s inner elixir.

The dragon said.

“Yes, I am that very dragon! So give me back the Yeouiju right now!”

She then shook Seoran’s collar vigorously.

“Gak, kahek!”

Choking, Seoran made desperate dying sounds.

Startled, the dragon loosened her grip.

The blocked airflow resumed.

Fresh air rushed into Seoran’s lungs and immediately traveled through his bloodstream to his brain.

Seoran quickly retraced his past memories.

When the dragon mentioned the Yeouiju, it reminded him of a round sphere.

A scene from the past flashed before him, showing a crystal ball he had picked up from the mud.

“Is the Yeouiju you lost perhaps a crystal ball of this size?”

Seoran asked urgently, showing his clenched fist.

“Yes, it was definitely that size.”

The dragon answered, slightly taken aback.

The scene of capturing the Yeouiju thief was not what the dragon had imagined.

She had planned to severely punish the shameless thief who had stolen her ancient treasure.

But she hadn’t expected the thief to confess so obediently.

“Well, what happened was…”

Seoran began to explain in detail how he had picked up the crystal ball.

The dragon released Seoran’s collar and calmly listened to his explanation.

She soon understood the entire situation.

The root cause was the altar the dragon had made herself.

Due to her lack of craftsmanship, the poorly finished structure couldn’t withstand the wind and rain and collapsed.

The Yeouiju rolled down the rocky mountain and fell into the mud, where the surrounding dirt acted as an insulator.

As a result, it couldn’t hold lightning and remained an incomplete Yeouiju.

The dragon collapsed into a heap.

“So, that’s what happened… It was all my fault…”

Seoran encouraged the greatly discouraged dragon.

“Don’t be too disheartened. You can capture lightning again. I kept the Yeouiju safe in a box. I’ll return it to you.”

The trembling dragon lifted her head sharply and spoke.

“You’re saying you’ll return the Yeouiju you picked up from the ground?”

If it wasn’t stolen but lost accidentally, the person who picked it up became the new owner of the Yeouiju.

And a dragon that took someone else’s Yeouiju could never ascend to the heavens.

Of course, secretly stealing it or deceiving someone to get it was also impossible.

So the dragon spoke honestly.

“You might not know, but a Yeouiju accidentally lost by a dragon belongs to the one who found it. Aren’t you a disciple practicing to become an immortal? Even so, you’re willing to return it? With the Yeouiju, you could easily ascend to the heavenly realm?”

Seoran nodded.

“How long did it take to make the Yeouiju?”

“Roughly six hundred years…”

“Then I don’t need it either. It would probably make me feel uneasy and hinder my practice. Besides, I’m a genius. I’m confident I can ascend without a Yeouiju.”

The dragon, who had despaired of ever being able to ascend, tearfully replied.

“Really, truly, thank you…”

“Come on, let’s go.”

Seoran and the dragon headed toward the Ojukmun together.

But after a few steps, the dragon fell flat on her face.

Having spent half her life in water and the other half in the sky, she was too unskilled at walking on two legs.

She looked like a clay figure Seoran had made.

Seoran felt a strong sense of compassion.

“Did you lose the ability to fly because you lost your Yeouiju?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

A dragon that lost its Yeouiju couldn’t fly anymore.

It was no different from a carp.

All it could do was jump.

Seoran squatted down and showed his back.

“Get on.”

The dragon lifted the hem of her ragged clothes and climbed onto Seoran’s shoulders.

It was a rare sight to see a small person giving a piggyback ride to another small person.

Seoran felt the cool skin against his neck.

Hmm, I thought it was a male because of the horns, but it’s a female.

Having resolved a small curiosity, Seoran ran to the fallen stone lotus flower and climbed on.

In front of the entry pass issuance desk, Seoran asked.

“By the way, what is your name? I need it to issue an entry pass.”

The dragon’s voice came from above his head.

“A complete dragon like me doesn’t need a name.”

“Then I’ll just call you Dragon Lady.”

“Fine, as you wish.”


Seoran spoke to the receptionist.

“This person is Yongnyeo-nim. She has some circumstances and will be visiting Ojukmun.”

The tired officer asked.

“Is Yongnyeo your name?”

“It’s just a nickname.”

“No name. Then, is your species human? You don’t seem to be, judging by your appearance.”

Seoran hesitated for a moment before answering.

“An ethereal being.”

“Hmm, species is an ethereal being. What is the purpose and duration of your stay?”

“The purpose is to meet an acquaintance, and the duration is within three days.”

“Visiting an acquaintance, duration within three days. Let me just check your face for a moment.”

Seoran bent his knees so that Yong and the officer could make eye contact.

“Quite small.”

The officer made a note of his unimportant observations along with the visitor’s characteristics.

“Antlers on the head.”

“Pale blue irises.”

“Very small.”

Then he diligently filled out the paperwork.

“Visit duration, purpose of stay, species is an ethereal being.”

“Sponsor is Jukgiqi disciple Ryu Seoran.”

“No name, nickname is…”

“What was the nickname again?”

“Yongnyeo something?”

“Or was it something Yongnyeo?”

The officer leaned out of the reception window and looked up at Yong.

“Yongnyeo, tiny Yongnyeo.”

The officer’s eyes lit up.

“That’s right, Soyongnyeo, wasn’t it?”

He promptly engraved the words “Soyongnyeo” on a wooden plaque.

A moment later, the officer handed over the plaque.

Soyongnyeo received the visitor’s pass and tied it to her antler.

It didn’t seem to have any special meaning; it was just a habit.

Seoran carried Yongnyeo on his shoulder and returned home.

He immediately went upstairs and overturned a souvenir box.

All sorts of trinkets spilled out.

Seeds of tree fruits, scales of the Golden Lake Dragon, glowing mole-human figurine, a hat bought as a pair with Geumyeongyeong, and many other items.

Among them, he picked up a transparent crystal ball and handed it over his head.

“Here it is, Yongnyeo-nim!”

“Finally!”

Soyongnyeo was delighted to receive the incomplete Yeouiju.

She immediately infused it with her power to attempt resonance.

But the Yeouiju rejected Soyongnyeo’s spiritual power.

Startled, Soyongnyeo examined the Yeouiju closely.

Inside the transparent crystal ball, yellow spiritual energy floated like mist.

As soon as she focused her gaze and looked down, she saw Seoran, whose entire body was filled with pure spiritual energy.

It seemed that the Yeouiju had submitted to its new owner.

Soyongnyeo’s antlers flashed brightly for a moment.

A dragon is an ethereal being capable of reading the celestial energy.

Occasionally, those antlers, resembling a deer’s, communicate with the heavens to receive various secrets of the universe.

To put it simply, it worked on a principle similar to a lightning rod.

In that instant of reading the celestial energy, Soyongnyeo realized.

It was due to Seoran’s innate ability to resonate with spiritual energy.

His incredible talent, which reached the heavens, had subconsciously made the Yeouiju submit to him.

From that perspective, it was not a coincidence but destiny that Seoran found the Yeouiju in the mud.

Soyongnyeo quickly thought of a solution.

However, she also realized another possibility.

So she asked Seoran.

“Is your decision to return the Yeouiju to me still unchanged?”

Seoran asked with a puzzled expression.

“Pardon? Didn’t I already return the Yeouiju to you?”

“The Yeouiju has already chosen you as its true master. Simply handing it over like an ordinary object won’t change its allegiance.”

“Then what should I do?”

“You need to completely control the Yeouiju before transferring ownership.”

“Is there any special meaning to that?”

Soyongnyeo replied seriously.

“Only a dragon can handle the Yeouiju. Conversely, if you can completely control the Yeouiju, you can become a dragon. Returning the Yeouiju to me means you’re giving up the chance to be reborn as a dragon.”

It was vastly different from merely using a dragon’s lost Yeouiju to accelerate one’s training.

If Seoran proved his worth to the Yeouiju, he could ascend as a dragon rather than just as a cultivator.

This meant achieving immortality, the ultimate goal of all cultivators.

Soyongnyeo asked once more.

“Even so, has your decision not changed? Will you give up immortality for a mere act of kindness? You could become an immortal being.”

After a moment of silence, Seoran asked back.

“Why did you start cultivating, Yongnyeo-nim?”

“At first, it was instinctive. After becoming a dragon, it was solely for the purpose of ascension.”

“Then I will definitely return it to you.”

“Even at the cost of giving up immortality?”

“Yes.”

Soyongnyeo’s dragon eyes gazed at Seoran.

A dragon’s eyes can distinguish truth from lies.

Seoran was telling the truth.

Soyongnyeo asked blankly.


“Why?”

“I started cultivating because I wanted to become a noble person. I have no desire to gain immortality at the expense of your dream, Yongnyeo-nim. It doesn’t appeal to me.”

After finishing his words, Seoran smiled sheepishly.

Soyongnyeo couldn’t take her eyes off Seoran.
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It may not seem like it, but the leadership of the Sudo Sect is very busy.

They are responsible for governing an entire vast mountain range.

They have to manage the extensive grounds, the numerous buildings, and countless members, as well as the ever-increasing workload required to maintain and manage all these components. Every decision ultimately needs the approval of the leadership.

For example, what snacks to provide to the school students can be decided by the teacher Ho Hye-mun.

This is because it is a trivial matter.

However, decisions about the age at which students can start attending the school, until what age they can attend, and what they should be taught all have to be made by the leadership.

Recently, if the Yuna Kingdom, which has become a no man’s land, is to be co-governed with the Geumjak Sect, how should the spiritual herbs and spiritual herb bearers discovered there be distributed?

What is the political landscape like between the Vertical Gangs and Horizontal Gangs, which split the underground world, and if a disadvantageous situation arises for the Ojukmun Sect, should they intervene?

How will the future power dynamics between the two sects be affected by the agreement for the exchange of talents and technology with the friendly Geumjak Sect?

No matter how much they handle, the workload is always saturated.

Furthermore, the leadership, after finishing long policy meetings, also needs to ensure they have time for their own training.

The leadership of the Sudo Sect consists of superhumans who have achieved a balance between public duties and private cultivation.

They are all-rounders in every aspect, except for their extreme ignorance of worldly matters.

Today’s thirteenth agenda item was ‘When to start preparing Ryu Seoran for the Determination Stage training process.’

The meeting room was divided into two groups.

One side believed, ‘The sooner, the better.’

The opposing opinion was, ‘It is still too early.’

One monk at the Determination Stage said,

“We are wasting too much time. Although it couldn’t be helped until now, we need to start training to reach the Determination Stage as soon as possible from now on.”

The reason Seoran has been able to live freely until now is simple.

At that time, the Ojukmun Sect was not at all prepared to produce a new monk at the Determination Stage.

This was because she had reached the Infusion Stage at too early an age.

To produce one monk at the Determination Stage requires enormous resources and manpower.

It involves countless high-grade elixirs, a massive pot of refined spiritual stones, special formations matching her attributes, and the perfect site to set up the formations—all requiring the sect’s full dedication and effort.

Thus, it is common to start preparations several years before attempting the Determination Stage.

Moreover, Il-Yeong Seoran is the most cherished prodigy of the Ojukmun Sect’s leadership.

They wanted to prepare all the necessary elixirs, spiritual stones, formations, auspicious sites, manpower, techniques, and timing as perfectly as possible.

Thanks to a stroke of good luck, all preparations were recently completed.

The highest-grade elixirs were prepared.

They were to be made with the main ingredient being the blood elixir of the native serpent monster, Black Blood Serpent, and various other ingredients.

The Ojukmun Sect is the best in the Western Continent when it comes to alchemy.

The large refined spiritual stone was purchased from the Geumjak Sect.

Fortunately, their youngest Il-Yeong practitioner, Geum Yeongyeong, had a metallic attribute, which made it possible to obtain the stone.

If it had been an earth attribute, they would never have sold it.

The necessary formations were already in their possession.

“Monk Ryu, why were you waiting here?”

Seoran explained the situation logically.

She had accidentally picked up a Yeouiju.

The young dragon that came looking for it and the switch in ownership.

The prerequisite task to return the Yeouiju.

The conclusion was clear.

“To return the Yeouiju, I must first become a Determination Stage Monk. The dragon has agreed to help me with my determination. I was waiting to inform you in advance because I will be staying for an extended period.”

The monk who had asked the question smiled broadly and said,

“Understood. We will take care of it, so you can go back.”

“Yes, thank you!”

Seoran bowed politely and ran off into the distance.

The meeting room door closed again.


“A major variable has arisen, so we will proceed with a re-vote.”

The moderator resumed the meeting.

Those who were in the opposition moved to different seats in a rush.

There was no need to see the result.

The Ojukmun Sect, Ryu Seoran, and the young dragon had formed a temporary alliance for their respective goals.
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What is a resolution?

Simply put, it refers to the act of condensing legal power to form a golden elixir in the lower dantian.

However, from a broader perspective, it is the fundamental purpose of cultivation, a process towards transcendence.

In recent times, it has somewhat degenerated, but originally, cultivation began with those who sought to overcome human limitations.

There was a general who single-handedly defeated hundreds of elite soldiers.

There was a messenger who overtook a thousand-mile horse with just his two legs.

There was a master archer who shot down a man-eating monster bird.

The world was chaotic with monsters and wars, and countless heroes wandered the world for their respective purposes.

Followers who admired the extraordinary qualities that commoners could not imitate gathered like clouds.

They sought teachings from the heroes and became disciples to begin their cultivation.

As many years passed, knowledge accumulated.

The existence of spiritual roots was revealed.

The heroes who demonstrated extraordinary abilities all had spiritual roots.

Spiritual roots were the source that made people special.

The existence of spiritual energy was revealed.

Only those with spiritual roots could sense spiritual energy.

Soon, it was discovered that there were differences between spiritual roots.

The existence of turbid energy was revealed.

Cities with many commoners were not suitable places for cultivation.

Many cultivators went deep into the mountains.

There are talents in every era.

Countless geniuses were born and died.

The lives they dedicated to cultivation became the foundation.

The system of levels and methods of cultivation were established.

The group of gathered cultivators became the Celestial Sect. The knowledge accumulated through sacrifices finally bore fruit.

They finally reached the ancient secret of ascension.

Cultivation is not simply a secret method for longevity. It was a study born out of a desire for extraordinariness. A cultivator was a scholar who dedicated their life to cultivation.

Therefore, resolution is not simply about forming a golden elixir.

Cultivation is transcendence.

And transcendence lies in supplementation.

It is the supplementation of human imperfection.

Resolution is thus the process of transcending the limits of the body.

******

Spring came with melting snow and budding new sprouts.

The Celestial Sect mobilized all its efforts for the resolution ceremony. Most ancillary tasks were suspended due to the tight schedule. The planned time was next summer.

Seoran was also very busy preparing for the resolution.

The little dragon girl sitting across from her said.

“There is a slight difference in the process of forming a dragon’s pearl and a human cultivator’s golden elixir. But the most important thing in common is how vast and easily controllable the legal power is.”

“Is everything else not that important?”

At Seoran’s question, the little dragon girl nodded.

“That’s right, after all, both are inner elixirs. What you will learn from me is also how to handle legal power.”

“I’m honestly confident about that.”

With a confident expression, Seoran infused legal power into a stone bead made with earth spirit power.

It was a special rock bomb she had developed before.

Although powerful, it was a technology she had set aside because it was difficult to handle.

She thought the little dragon girl would be amazed by this.

Contrary to Seoran’s expectations, the little dragon girl looked indifferent.

“Well, for a human cultivator, it’s somewhat decent.”

“What? Just somewhat decent?”

This was a very unfamiliar reaction for Seoran.

The members of the Celestial Sect always praised her as a genius whenever she showed something.

Seeing Seoran’s skepticism, the little dragon girl demonstrated.

She flicked her finger.

Then, the legal power compressed within the stone bead was completely extracted and gathered in the air in a round shape.

It was an amazing technique that instantly stole and controlled the legal power of another, even with a different attribute, as if it were her own.

Seoran realized the enormous gap between them.

The legal power bead created by the little dragon girl was much smaller than the one Seoran had made.

Moreover, she compressed it without relying on any object.

Applause came naturally.

The little dragon girl, dispersing the legal power bead, spoke.

“You certainly have talent. Probably among the resolution cultivators, there are few who can handle legal power as freely as you. However, you are still far from being able to control the dragon pearl.”

The little dragon girl’s goal was to retrieve the dragon pearl.

To do that, she first needed to enhance Seoran’s skills.

Retrieving ownership of the dragon pearl would come after that.

The little dragon girl emphasized again.

“Of course, in your current state, you can easily succeed in the resolution. But remember, a half-baked success is not enough. You must form the best golden elixir. Only then can you control the dragon pearl as soon as possible.”

Seoran asked.

“What are the criteria for the best golden elixir? Its color?”

“Its size, the criterion is size. Remember, inner elixirs must be large. Whether it’s a dragon pearl, golden elixir, or any inner elixir, the larger it is, the better.”

The little dragon girl spoke passionately.

An inner elixir is a focal point for controlling one’s legal power and attracting the spiritual energy of heaven and earth.

Naturally, the larger the inner elixir, the stronger the gravitational force on legal power and spiritual energy.

The size of the inner elixir was a critical matter.

Model student Seoran asked.

“Little dragon girl, then what is the black-scaled reverse blood shark’s inner elixir? It’s much larger than the dragon pearl.”

The black-scaled reverse blood shark’s inner elixir was the size of a large rock.

Thus, the plan was to bring it through a logistics center rather than carrying it directly.

A sailing law vessel was essential for moving it.

In fact, the gang from the energy storage group that took the inner elixir was the first to be caught.

The sailing vessel was too slow.

The little dragon girl yelled.

“That’s not an inner elixir!”

After the intense reaction, she provided additional explanation.

The black-scaled reverse blood shark’s inner elixir is conveniently called an inner elixir, but in reality, it’s just an accessory like bear gallbladder or deer antlers. It’s ridiculous to think that a weak monster, easily exterminated by a few resolution monks, would even have an inner elixir. It only bothered cowards like the Meek Scholar, but a few energy storage monks could easily deal with it.

Having hunted it herself, Seoran quickly understood.

“Then there’s only one chance.”

“Yes, you need to hone your skills by next summer and create the largest inner elixir possible. Since the average golden elixir of a resolution monk is the size of a bean… it should be at least as big as a walnut. I don’t expect you to reach the level of my dragon pearl.”

For reference, the little dragon girl’s dragon pearl is the size of a fist.

Although she is now weakened to the level of a resolution monk due to the lack of her dragon pearl, she was originally a dragon on the verge of ascension.

If she could unleash her full power, not even the original energy monks would be a match for her.

Seoran and the little dragon girl began their training.

The goal was a walnut-sized inner elixir.

*****

The entire sect was bustling due to the resolution ceremony.

To set up the formation at the ceremony site.

To select suitable support personnel.

To piece together the messed-up schedule.

But the noisiest place was elsewhere.

It was the medicine hall where the ceremonial elixirs were being prepared.

It was practically half a battlefield.

All because of the main ingredient for the elixirs, the inner elixir.

Officially, the black-scaled reverse blood shark was extinct hundreds of years ago.

In other words, none of the alchemists at the Celestial Sect had experience making elixirs with the black-scaled reverse blood shark’s inner elixir.

They had to rely solely on the recipes recorded hundreds of years ago to prepare the elixirs.

At this point, it was more archaeology than alchemy.

The alchemists suffered as they combed through ancient documents.

A man writhing in frustration over an innovative notation shouted.

“Why is the recorded quantity like this? What does ‘appropriate amount’ even mean? What kind of alchemist relies on intuition for alchemy every time? Write it according to the standard units!”

At this signal, curses erupted from all directions.

“This is crap! Why use such a primitive measurement system! We’ve had unified standard units for thousands of years! People who use this kind of primitive measurement should all be killed!”

“All the names of the medicinal ingredients are in archaic language! Did you feel proud of yourself for using terms no one else understands? Please, use words others can understand!”


At that moment, the door to the lab opened slightly.

The alchemists, who were highly sensitive, all glared at the entrance.

Lageum, who had come with a pile of ancient documents for an errand, was bewildered by the volcanic atmosphere.

Fortunately, the alchemists quickly regained their composure.

They were people who had cultivated their minds through long practice.

Moreover, being a group of intellectuals, as they calmly began their research, the work started to progress little by little.

Then someone proposed a brilliant solution.

There was a suggestion to reverse-engineer the manufacturing process from the finished product to infer the auxiliary ingredients, their respective amounts, and the processing methods.

Indeed, the collective was stronger when united.

Through tireless efforts day and night, the alchemists successfully restored the formula.

It was truly a monumental journey in history.

The elated alchemists embraced each other and shared their joy.

Then one person voiced a concern.

“But what do we do from here? Most of what we restored is based on approximate estimates. We need to correct any slight discrepancies…”

“Well, through trial and error, we could somehow…”

“Leaving the auxiliary ingredients aside, what about the main ingredient, the black-scaled reverse blood shark’s inner elixir? There’s no way to get more of it, so we have an insufficient amount for research.”

The alchemists fell silent.

Errors had to be corrected.

However, conducting too many experiments was not feasible.

They needed an innovative method to calculate the precise amounts with a minimal number of experiments.

“What if we conduct experiments with extremely small quantities? That way, we could increase the number of trials without consuming much of the main ingredient.”

“As long as we match the proportions, it shouldn’t matter much… but how will we verify the results with such small amounts? Will we even be able to taste it properly?”

“Isn’t it just a matter of having sensitive taste and smell?”


“Even for a monk, is there anyone with senses that keen…?”

A brief silence followed.

Sensitive taste and smell, a monk present in the medicine hall.

All the alchemists thought of one girl.

Lageum, a monk affiliated with the medicine hall, who despised the smell of medicinal herbs and decoctions.
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Lageum has many friends.

This is due to her beautiful appearance, bright personality, and sociability.

She had so many friends that it was faster to count the people who were not her friends among her peers.

Like everything in the world, interpersonal relationships become more skilled with repeated practice.

The same was true for Lageum, who had built a vast network of relationships and was a friend to all.

Being always at the center of complex relationships, Lageum gained some insights into the nature of people and their interactions.

Everyone wears a mask that fits the situation.

This does not mean hypocrisy or pretense.

It means showing different facets depending on the relationship between oneself and others.

This is a matter separate from morality.

Examples can easily be found around.

There are children who behave maturely with family but act cute and playful with friends.

Conversely, some act mature among peers but show childish behavior to their parents.

Lageum was no different.

Among peers, Lageum was the ideal friend.

She always had a bright expression, was accepting, and showed a rather mature demeanor.

This was a kind of extraordinariness that she was born with and honed through constant experience.

But it was different in front of Seoran.

She would pout, sulk easily, and whine like a child.

This was not a side Lageum showed among her peer friends.

It was a side she only showed to her family.

Lageum became a tribute girl because of her beautiful appearance.

At the young age of eleven, she parted from her family.

At the time, she was too scared to even cry properly.

Then she met Ryuseoran.

They were both tribute girls brought from the same country.

Seoran was three years older than Lageum.

By coincidence, they both possessed the ability to see spirits and entered Ojukmun.

It was natural for them to rely on each other.

At least that’s what Lageum thought back then.

But now she knows.

A relationship based only on mutual dependence does not last long.

If vines are left alone, neither will grow.

Someone needed to be the support.

Lageum only relied, and Seoran willingly became that support.

Lageum and Seoran were not friends.

Such a relationship could not be called friendship.

To Lageum, Seoran was clearly a mother.

Or perhaps she was an older sister with a significant age gap.

In any case, she became the family Lageum had lost.

They were the only people from their homeland in a foreign land.

Seoran accepted the childishness that Lageum could not show to her peers.

She was someone Lageum could rely on when she missed her family and had nightmares.

Like a morning glory, a vine plant, Lageum bloomed because she had Seoran as her support.

It was last winter when they met after a long time.

Seoran was surprised to see how much Lageum had grown.

But Lageum was equally surprised.

Since when had her sister become so small?

Look at her youthful face and petite frame.

Lageum had to bend down to hug her.

Of course, it had been that way from the beginning.

From the first time they met in the carriage carrying tribute girls.

Even then, Seoran was small and delicate.

Smart as she was, Lageum quickly realized.

Even in that moment when Seoran comforted a crying Lageum who had been hit for acting up, she had the same face.

Born to a poor tenant farmer family, Seoran was smaller than her peers, similar in size to Lageum, who was three years younger.

The twelve-year-old Lageum, who turned her back on her homeland, leaned on the fifteen-year-old Seoran who was brought for the same reason.

Ten-year-old Lageum believed she was all grown up.

But sixteen-year-old Lageum knew well that she was still a child.

Likewise, fifteen was too young an age.

Yet Seoran willingly embraced Lageum.

Like a baby bird cradling an egg as big as itself.

Thanks to that, Lageum  endured the cold and hatched.

This was why Lageum sincerely respected Seoran.

People often use the word “respect” lightly.

But to Lageum , respect was one of the heaviest feelings in the world.

It is shown through actions, not just words or thoughts.

Respect means ‘to treat with high regard and value.’

This was why Lageum readily agreed when the alchemists suggested medicinal ingredient discrimination training.

“Yes, I understand.”

“This process is very arduous. Are you sure you won’t regret it? It’s okay to take your time and decide after careful consideration.”

“No, I can do it.”

In the spring of her sixteenth year, Lageum grew up with love.

Soyongnyeo decided to stay in Seoran’s two-story pavilion.

It was to dedicate as much time as possible to training.

The two sat across from each other in the first-floor training hall and trained all day.

Seoran quickly absorbed Soyongnyeo’s teachings.

On the fifth day, Seoran said.

“Today is a rest day. Let’s go out together.”


Naturally, Soyongnyeo couldn’t understand.

“What?! There’s no time to play when the decisive ceremony is next year!”

But Seoran remained steadfast.

“No matter what you say, we must. It’s an important principle.”

A monotonous environment can lead to narrow-minded thinking.

It was a lesson learned from hardships at the threshold of spiritual energy training.

Since then, Seoran ensured to take rest days whenever possible.

Seoran took Soyongnyeo out.

Soyongnyeo instinctively realized from Seoran’s firm attitude that she could never bend Seoran’s will.

After all, her counterpart was a human who had given up the chance to become a dragon just because she wanted to be a noble being.

Luckily, the training progress was smooth.

“So, what are we going to do now?”

Seoran pondered for a moment.

At first, she thought of playing ball.

But that wasn’t suitable for Soyongnyeo, who couldn’t even walk properly.

Looking at the clouds in the sky, she suddenly had a great idea.

“Today, let’s fly in the sky.”

Soyongnyeo asked curiously.

“Specially?”

Soyongnyeo had spent half of her life underwater and the other half in the sky.

To a dragon, flying was an everyday part of life.

It wasn’t particularly interesting.

Well, humans originally can’t fly.

Soyongnyeo convinced herself and nodded.

“Well, let’s do as you want.”

It probably won’t be much fun.

Unfortunately, Soyongnyeo’s expectation was off.

From the moment they boarded the seonyunhwa together, Soyongnyeo couldn’t take her eyes off the sky for even a second.

Her pale blue dragon eyes focused solely on the heavens.

The sorrow of not being able to fly after losing her yeouiju.

The beauty of the sky she had been captivated by since becoming a dragon.

A soul filled with an instinctive yearning for ascension.

Soyongnyeo was clearly longing.

For a home she had never seen before.

Tears welled up in her pale blue eyes.

Soyongnyeo quickly wiped them away.

And she returned to her usual self.

Seoran also pretended not to notice out of consideration.

After that, they took a break every five days.

By then, Soyongnyeo didn’t strongly oppose anymore.

Looking at the sky was truly enjoyable.

Spring passed and the two became a bit closer.

In the hot summer, they went swimming on a holiday.

Originally a carp, Soyongnyeo was excellent at swimming.

She swam through the deep, calm valley like it was her own home.

While swimming diligently, someone grabbed Soyongnyeo.

Turning her head, she saw that the culprit was Seoran, who was playing with her.

Seoran was holding Soyongnyeo’s ankle, smiling mischievously.

The clear, transparent water sparkled in the sunlight.

Beyond the shimmering light, Seoran’s brown eyes were smiling.

Soyongnyeo jerked her foot away.

It was because something tickled her.

In the fall, they walked through the mountains to see the autumn leaves.

Soyongnyeo walked the mountain path holding hands with Seoran.

It was because she was still unsteady walking on her own.

The hands holding each other were warm.

When winter came, they started sharing a bed.

There was no particular intention, just to share body heat.

For a dragon, which is a cold-blooded animal, winter was too cold.

Soyongnyeo fell asleep feeling warmth.

It was a very unfamiliar feeling.

Spring came again.

Seoran turned twenty.

And Soyongnyeo became accustomed to walking.

Like they did last spring, they boarded the seonyunhwa and flew in the sky.

But what was reflected in Soyongnyeo’s pale blue dragon eyes was no longer the homeland she had never visited, the sky.

It was Ryu Seoran, enjoying the flight with a refreshing feeling.

She was the disciple whom Soyongnyeo had taught over the past year.

Feeling the gaze, Seoran asked.

“What’s wrong, Yongnyeo? Do you have something to say?”

Soyongnyeo shook her head.

“No, I was just looking at the horizon.”

Seoran turned her head to look back.

The horizon spread out, dividing the world in half.

Above were white cumulus clouds floating in an eye-piercingly blue sky.

Below were sharp, sword-like mountains, the buildings of Ojukmun, and lush grasslands.

Soyongnyeo gazed endlessly at the horizon.

The wind blooming in her heart kept lingering at the corners of her mouth.

But soon she closed her eyes and said.

“Let’s go down now.”

Originally, a dragon is a complete spirit by itself.

For a cold-blooded dragon, a human’s body heat is too hot.


If you indulge too much, you might get burned.

Soyongnyeo tried to let her worries drift away in the wind.

The short spring passed, and the determination ceremony approached.

And so did the moment of parting.

This summer, Seoran would become a determined apprentice.
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The possibility of Seoran failing her determination is extremely low.

Innate talent, the dragon’s teaching, the generous support of the grand sect Ojukmun, and the timing were all perfect.

She just needed to avoid any misfortune.

Thus, Ojukmun made a difficult decision.

There are a total of four Wonyeonggi apprentices in Ojukmun.

Half of them temporarily halted their closed training.

Naturally, this made the sect’s headquarters vulnerable, but they accepted the risk.

Most of the determination period apprentices also joined.

They even accepted the temporary paralysis of decision-making.

Ojukmun staked everything on this ceremony.

It was a force capable of erasing a small sect from the map in a matter of days.

In a massive cavern in the subterranean world.

An elaborate formation and large earthen spirit stones were embedded in various places, with a grand platform in the center.

Seoran was seated, meditating.

On either side of the oval formation’s outer edges, a Wonyeonggi apprentice sat.

Half of the determination period apprentices were near the formation, and the other half were monitoring all the tunnels connected to the cavern.

Their role was to eliminate any entity approaching before the ceremony concluded.

The appointed time had arrived.

The formation began to glow, and the spirit stones rapidly melted away.

It drew in all the spiritual energy of the subterranean world.

The energy rushed in like a fierce storm, tearing through the space.

The cavern was instantly filled with the abnormal concentration of energy.

The gathered energy quickly turned into a fog.

It was as if they were submerged underwater.

Soyongnyeo’s position was slightly away from the formation.

On the surface, her role was to assist Seoran in case any anomalies occurred.

But in reality, it was almost like they had assigned her a close position out of gratitude.

Thus, unlike the others, she had no reason to be tense.

From Soyongnyeo’s perspective as Seoran’s direct teacher, Seoran had the capability to handle any sudden variables on her own.

By the time spring had arrived, there was nothing more to teach her.

Even if a great monster appeared, if someone sabotaged the formation, or even if an earthquake occurred, the determination would succeed.

Soyongnyeo looked up.

In the subterranean world, the sky was obviously not visible.

The ceiling, a dome-shaped space, resembled a fishbowl.

It reminded Soyongnyeo of her nearly thousand-year-old dwelling.

A desolate underground with only darkness surrounding it.

A small cave lake inhabited solely by insects.

A tiny light visible through a long vertical passage.

Why did she live in such a place for a thousand years?

A carp lived a hundred years and became a spirit.

A carp spirit lived three hundred years and became a dragon.

A young dragon spent another six hundred years in the cramped cave making a dragon pearl.

At that time, she never questioned it.

The dragon that longed for ascension was blind to everything else.

She was solely focused on perfecting her dragon pearl.

Crouched in a narrow, dark cave, she felt no discomfort.

But after losing the dragon pearl, her mind was filled with distractions.

Questions not formed by words floated in her head.

It was a severe confusion she had never experienced before.

Each time, Soyongnyeo ignored her inner turmoil.

But the doubts she suppressed soon resurfaced.

It was after she met Seoran while searching for the lost pearl.

In response to Soyongnyeo’s question about giving up the chance to become a dragon for a small act of kindness, Seoran had asked, “Why did you begin your training, Yongnyeo?”

At that time, Soyongnyeo had replied,

“Initially by instinct, later for ascension.”

In retrospect, it was essentially the same answer.

The desire for ascension is ultimately a dragon’s instinct.

Soyongnyeo had never made a choice for herself.

She had merely run like a beast following her instincts.

In contrast, when asked if she would reject immortality, Seoran replied,

“Because I want to become a noble person.”

Soyongnyeo did not understand what Seoran meant by nobility.

But it was something strong enough to reject immortality.

There is no life that wishes to die.

Longevity is an instinct all living beings desire.

Seoran did not follow her instincts; she made her own choices.

While Soyongnyeo closed her eyes and ran blindly, Seoran kept her eyes open and steadily climbed the steps.

The determination ceremony was nearing its end.

The swirling divine energy surged towards Seoran.

Amidst the fierce current, Soyongnyeo pondered alone.

Why did I desire ascension?

Was it merely my destiny as a dragon?

Or was it an expression of a desire even I was unaware of?

Why did I live in a lonely cave?

Was it because I felt lonely even when soaring in the vast sky?

Did I choose the narrow cave because of that?

Why was flying with Seoran so enjoyable?

Was it merely an obsession with what I had lost?

Or was it because I was flying with someone else?


When did I stop looking up at the sky?

When did I start looking down at the ground while walking?

When did I get used to human warmth?

Even after much contemplation, Soyongnyeo could not find the answers.

Because the determination ceremony had ended before she realized it.

Finally, Seoran succeeded in her determination.

The Ojukmun sect was abuzz with celebration.

Seoran had reached the stage of determination at the age of twenty.

She had even formed a golden dan larger than a dragon pearl.

There was no precedent for such an achievement in history.

People live on hope.

It’s because they can look towards the future instead of just the present.

This was true for the cultivators as well.

The ascension of Ojukmun was now a foregone conclusion.

Even though their stored supplies had run out, it didn’t matter.

Everyone laughed joyfully, dreaming of a bright future.

A determination stage disciple approached Soyongnyeo, who was sitting alone in the banquet hall.

“Yongnyeo, please have a drink. Thank you so much for guiding Disciple Ryu until now.”

Soyongnyeo nodded and held out her cup.

The disciple respectfully filled it and then stepped back.

Many others came to Soyongnyeo afterwards.

Tearful or excited expressions of gratitude.

Promises that Ojukmun would never forget this grace.

Heartfelt requests for her to visit again anytime.

Soyongnyeo suddenly felt like getting some fresh air.

So she left the banquet hall and headed to a quiet place.

It was a grassy field where the sound of insects could be heard.

Though it was summer, the breeze was cool.

Someone called out to Soyongnyeo.

“Yongnyeo!”

Turning her head, she saw who it was.

“The protagonist of the festival left the banquet hall?”

Seoran, smiling slyly, replied,

“Still, a promise must be kept.”

Then she took out the dragon pearl from her sleeve.

Seoran’s spiritual power had already been completely removed.

The purified dragon pearl was as clear as before.

“Here it is.”

Soyongnyeo received the dragon pearl.

And she infused it with her primordial spiritual power.

This time, the dragon pearl did not resist.

It floated up and revolved before melting into Soyongnyeo’s lower abdomen.

Immediately, the serene night sky began to churn.

A whirlwind started from the sky and plunged towards the ground.

The immense spiritual energy contained in the wind enveloped Soyongnyeo.

And the binding force of the earth that held all beings vanished.

It was a blessing only those who had proven themselves to the sky could enjoy.

The dragon possessing the dragon pearl soared.

A person standing on the earth and a dragon flying in the sky.

For a moment, they silently looked at each other.

Soyongnyeo spoke.

“Truly remarkable. Even though I taught you, it’s astonishing. To purify the dragon pearl so perfectly.”

“Do you like it?”

At Seoran’s question, Soyongnyeo nodded.

“Of course, I’ll need to train for a few more decades since I lost it once… but compared to enduring six hundred years, it’s easy. Thank you so much.”

Even while expressing her gratitude, Soyongnyeo was lost in other thoughts.

The reason for cultivation.

Why do I desire ascension?

What is my true wish?

There were still many unresolved questions.

But now, there was no time left.

Their master-disciple relationship was temporary from the beginning.

They were destined to part ways eventually.

Yet, why do I hesitate?

What am I afraid of that makes me unable to let go of the hand I’m holding?

What is the meaning of this desire that has sprouted in my heart?

Soyongnyeo tried to shake off her worries once again.

And she offered a reluctant farewell.

“Then this is goodbye. I’m sure you will become an immortal, a noble being as you wished.”

Soyongnyeo began to rise higher.

When she looked up, she saw the dark night sky.

It didn’t seem as beautiful as before.

Then, Seoran’s voice rang out.

“Yongnyeo!”

And someone grabbed the ascending Soyongnyeo.

Looking down, she saw that, once again, it was Seoran.

For some reason, Seoran was clinging to her ankle.

Brown eyes and pale blue dragon eyes stared at each other.

“Stay with Ojukmun, Yongnyeo!”

Yongnyeo.

It was a term used to address her.

She had hastily come up with it when she received her guest token.

At first, she couldn’t get used to it at all.

A name was unnecessary for a dragon, who was complete on its own.

Having someone refer to her was something entirely foreign to Soyongnyeo.

But now, she turned her head naturally at the call.

After a moment of silence, Soyongnyeo asked.

“Stay together?”

“Yes, if you’re going to train for a few more decades anyway, just do it here! It’s too sad to part like this!”

It was a very honest statement.

Seoran’s face turned red, perhaps realizing this.

But she still didn’t let go of her hand.

Soyongnyeo remained silent for a long time.

She just stared at Seoran with her pale blue dragon eyes.

Within the dragon eyes lies the power to distinguish truth from falsehood.

During a long silence when Seoran was anxiously fidgeting, Soyongnyeo suddenly burst into laughter.

It was a clear laughter that Seoran heard for the first time.

After stopping her laughter, Soyongnyeo made a suggestion.

“Alright, then give me a name.”

Seoran asked with a puzzled expression, “Just like that?”

“Yeah, count until ten. One, two, three…”

The remaining numbers quickly diminished.

“Um, um…”

Seoran, whose brain function seemed partially halted, stuttered.

Her field of vision narrowed abruptly due to nervous tension.

Only Soyongnyeo’s pale blue pupils were visible.

At the count of nine, Seoran exclaimed, “Done, winner! No, Dancheong!”

Then she regretted it.

She had spoken too hastily, saying whatever came to mind.

This was definitely not a name suitable for a dragon.

Soyongnyeo pondered with a smile in her eyes.

“Hmm, Dancheong…”

Then she kicked her foot.

Seoran, who had missed her ankle, fell into the grass.

Looking up at a person and down at a dragon.

Soyongnyeo descended, dispersing the wind she carried.

Standing on two legs, Soyongnyeo looked down at Seoran.

“It’s a name I quite like.”

After finishing her words, Soyongnyeo walked towards the banquet hall.

Now walking with two feet had become quite familiar.

Seoran hurriedly got up and followed.

Soyongnyeo.

No, Dancheong was still filled with unknowns.

Fortunately, there was plenty of time to get to know her.

Yes.

When she lost her dragon ball, Dancheong had even blamed the sky.

Before.

But not now.


Instead, she was grateful for what had emerged from within her.

The salmon that met the flood left the pond to become a dragon.

And the dragon that lost her dragon ball also left the cave.

In the end, only the sky would know what she would become.

But at least she had obtained the name Dancheong.



 
  
    Chapter 41: Decision Maker – 4


Seoran put on her ceremonial robe.

First, she wore the upper garment and trousers.

Women also wore an additional long skirt.

Putting on the heavy robe and tying the waist completed the outfit.

This was the high-ranking ceremonial robe of the Ojukmun.

It was a luxurious attire made with ample fabric.

You could tell just by looking at the long sleeves and the hem.

Such clothes could never be worn alone.

Naturally, a few attendants were needed.

However, it wasn’t a strict hierarchical subordination but an employment relationship paid with spiritual stones.

The sect’s finances simply covered their wages.

Walking in unfamiliar attire through an unfamiliar space.

A central garden surrounded by various buildings, a large estate, and a wall taller than a person.

It was modest but could be called a mansion.

Of course, this was from the perspective of pre-modern nobles, for Seoran, it was uncomfortably large.

There was even a separate building just for guests.

Soryongnyeo Damcheong and the overseas student Geum Yeongyeong were staying there.

They had breakfast together this morning.

After breakfast, Geumyeongyeong immediately started her training.

Interestingly, Damcheong went to observe the study hall.

She seemed curious about the human life she knew only through heavenly readings and knowledge.

Seoran also had to go out due to her schedule.

Ojukmun had staked its future on the Decision Ceremony.

They even took a drastic measure, half-abandoning the defense of the mountain range where the main headquarters of the sect was located.

This was a strong statement that they would fight to the death if any force attempted to disrupt the ceremony.

Neighboring sects were on high alert.

Friendly sects remained silent.

Conversely, only the hostile sects kept talking.

Just twenty years old? The decision isn’t child’s play.

No matter how desperate, this is too reckless.

It will take hundreds of years to recover from this loss.

They said this outwardly, but inwardly they prayed.

Please, please fail…

If this succeeds, we’re all really doomed…

Heaven and Earth, this isn’t fair…

On the day of the ceremony, a short message swept across the Western Continent.

The birth of a Decision-Swordmaster in Ojukmun, aged twenty.

Neighboring countries close to the Yang Kingdom.

Small sects at the far end of the Western Continent.

Even across the sea to other continents.

If successful, it wasn’t recklessness but a clever move.

The leap, risking death, succeeded.

Leaping from the cliff, they grabbed heavenly luck.

Ojukmun is destined to ascend.

And the ascension of a martial sect is like a world-shaking event.

The Western Continent will inevitably fall into chaos.

The leaders of each sect had much to ponder.

Of course, the Geumjak Sect didn’t worry much.

If they couldn’t win, they would just join.

Recently, Ojukmun and Geumjak Sect had grown rapidly closer.

Now they even exchanged secret martial arts manuals.

Geumjungpae, the Decision-Swordmaster of Geumjak Sect, was an expert in indigenous martial arts.

Unlike other swordmasters who focused solely on their own training, he had lived his life as a scholar teaching others.

Today, as part of a talent and technology exchange, he visited Seoran to pass on Geumjak Sect’s martial arts.

Before the private lesson, they had a brief chat.

“How is Master Geum doing?” Seoran asked, curious because they shared the same surname.

“Yes, she is doing well. But what is the relationship between you two?”

“She is my great-granddaughter.”

“I see.”

Seoran, nodding, suddenly remembered.

Wasn’t the head of the previous delegation also a relative?

And now, another great-granddaughter?

Is it just a coincidence?

Seoran didn’t think much of it.

After some friendly conversation, the lesson began.

A Decision-Swordmaster transcends the physical.

The characteristics are threefold.

Golden Elixir Formation, Indestructible Body, and Immunity to All Poisons.

The Golden Elixir formed in the lower danjeon is the core.

The Golden Elixir is the source of attraction that draws in massive spiritual energy and converts it into pure martial power.

Thanks to this, a Decision-Swordmaster can wield boundless martial power as long as their will permits.

Indestructible Body is a metaphor for their resilient vitality.

A Decision-Swordmaster is almost immortal as long as their soul and Golden Elixir remain intact.

Wounds heal, and they do not need to breathe, eat, or sleep.

At this point, Seoran asked a question.

“Can your limbs regrow if they are cut off?”

“Not to that extent.”

Seoran was a bit disappointed.

The final characteristic is Immunity to All Poisons.


In their pure microcosm, no malevolent energy can invade.

They become resistant to demonic energy, dark energy, evil spirits, and curses.

Seoran asked again.

“Then what can practitioners of demonic martial arts, evil spirits, and curse masters do?”

Geumjungpae answered casually.

“They just have to die. Or run away very hard.”

The lesson progressed quickly.

The martial art Seoran would learn was called ‘Goesan Yoji Seongong.’

The name roughly meant lifting mountains and shaking the earth.

If one mastered the technique, it was said to possess immense power with just a handful of martial force.

The reason for its renowned reputation was simple.

It was challenging to find anyone who had truly mastered it.

The entry was straightforward, but mastery was exceptionally difficult.

Most Decision-Swordmasters who practiced Goesan Yoji Seongong never fully mastered it.

From this alone, it might sound like a flawed technique.

However, it wasn’t called the secret martial art of Geumjak Sect for nothing.

First, Goesan Yoji Seongong enabled rapid progress in levels.

The progress was so swift that some practitioners reached the Original Spirit stage before mastering the technique.

It was a ludicrous situation where the practitioner’s level surpassed their technique mastery.

Moreover, it was sufficiently powerful even without full mastery.

The difficulty spike occurred in the later stages.

Once started, one could quickly master the middle stages.

Easy entry, rapid growth, overwhelming peak power.

And there were no significant side effects.

It was a selfish martial art that made all other demonic techniques seem like kindling.

Likewise, it made all other practitioners seem like turtles, making it a perfect fit for Seoran.

A few days later, Seoran put on her formal attire and left the house again.

She had become quite accustomed to the newly learned Goesan Yoji Seongong.

In that sense, Geumjungpae was indeed an excellent teacher.

However, it was strange to entrust the future of Ojukmun, Ryu Seoran, entirely to an outsider.

So Ojukmun also selected a separate instructor.

This instructor was one of the four Original Spirit swordmasters in the sect.

Although the attributes of their techniques were different, he was expected to provide various support necessary to reach the Original Spirit stage.

Seoran, with a fluttering heart, headed to the meeting place.

After being guided from the entrance, she arrived at a small study.

“Oh, you’ve already arrived.”

A man spoke from behind a bookshelf.

“Hello, I am Ryu Seoran.”

When Seoran greeted him politely, he quickly responded.

“Oh, I know very well. Honestly, is there anyone in Ojukmun who doesn’t know you? Please, have a seat.”

The man said, smiling as if amused.

After waiting for a while, a man holding a stack of books appeared.

His face was obscured by the pile of books.

Still hiding his face, he asked.

“Does my voice remind you of anything?”

His voice was full of mischief.

“My voice?”

Seoran pondered.

But nothing specific came to mind.

So she answered honestly.

“Um, I’m not sure.”

“Really? Well, I suppose my voice isn’t very distinctive.”

The man placed the stack of books on the table.

Seoran made eye contact with the man.

Immediately, an old memory resurfaced.

“Ye, Monk Ye!”

Yeo Mujin, who had told her to call him Monk Ye.

When Seoran was struggling with her realization at the threshold of the Accumulation stage, he had suddenly appeared and offered advice.

Seoran sprang up from her chair.

Then she bowed at a right angle.

“Thank you so much for that time!”

Yeo Mujin smiled and said,

“You haven’t completely forgotten. By the way, when was that exactly? Four years ago? Five? It must have been around that time.”

After reaching the Accumulation stage, Seoran had made various efforts to find Yeo Mujin.

But no matter how much she searched through the membership records, there was no name Yeo Mujin.

She wondered if he was a visitor and tried to inquire with a description, but no one knew him.

Eventually, a long time passed, and she had been slowly forgetting him in her memory.

But it was natural that she couldn’t find him.

Information about Original Spirit swordmasters was top secret.

Yeo Mujin asked the flustered Seoran,

“So, did you enjoy the bamboo shoots I gave you back then? Surely you didn’t just throw them away?”

Seoran immediately searched her memory.

Did I eat those bamboo shoots?

As bamboo shoot rice? Or in another dish?


I certainly didn’t throw them away…

“I, I think I ate them!”

Amused by her bouncy reaction, Yeo Mujin continued to tease.

“Think? Are you sure you ate them? You’re not lying to a much older person, are you?”

It was a long time before the extremely tense Seoran, who had met her benefactor in an unimaginable situation, regained her composure.



 
  
    Chapter 42: Decision Maker – 5


In the past, the master Cultivation instructor, Yeo Mujin, said:

Cultivation is transcendence.

And transcendence is supplementation.

It is the supplementation of innate imperfection.

Years have passed, but his theory remains the same.

Yeo Mujin said,

“What is needed to reach the Original Spirit stage?

If you don’t know, it might be good to look back at the past.

Let’s think about it.

What did you gain as you passed through the Refinement and Accumulation stages?

The Refinement stage is where you train the mind and body.

So, you trained martial arts to strengthen your body and meditated to understand yourself and refine your mind.

Alright, you shaped your body and mind.

Next, the Accumulation stage is where you build up your power.

You converted spiritual energy into power and continuously refined it.

So, you completed the vessel and filled the empty space.

You’ve gone through the Refinement and Accumulation stages.

You are finally ready for transcendence.

Now it’s time for our body and soul to shed their old forms.

What did you gain when you reached the Decision stage?”

Seoran answered,

“Strong vitality.”

Yeo Mujin asked again,

“That’s right, you surpassed the limits of your body. So, your body has already transcended. What remains now?”

The harmony of mind and body, an important element since the Refinement stage.

“Is it time for the soul to transcend?”

Yeo Mujin nodded and said,

“Teaching you is enjoyable. Use the Spiritual Eye technique to look at me.”

Seoran immediately used the technique.

The Spiritual Eye technique is a very important one.

It allows you to see what can’t be seen with the naked eye.

The spiritual energy flowing through heaven and earth.

The strange beings roaming the world.

And something spiritual.

Yeo Mujin’s presence seen through the Spiritual Eye was intense.

He had lived for about nine hundred years.

He was one of the closest to the heavens on earth.

The overwhelming disparity instinctively made Seoran’s hair stand on end.

It was the fear a rabbit might feel when encountering a tiger.

“How about this? Is it a bit easier to see?”

Realizing the pressure, Yeo Mujin quickly restrained his power.

Then the pressing sensation also somewhat eased.

Seeing Seoran’s expression relax, he said,

“What is the difference between you and me? In terms of elements related to Cultivation .”

A calmed Seoran observed Yeo with the Spiritual Eye.

A flickering spirit root in the middle dantian, the heart.

Vast power filling the entire body.

And finally, the golden elixir in the lower abdomen.

Up to this point, it was not much different from Seoran.

But there were also clear differences.

Something was residing inside Yeo’s head.

A fist-sized, translucent object.

It looked like a curled-up newborn baby.

It was Yeo’s original spirit.

“Is this the original spirit?”

“That’s right. The Original Spirit stage is the transcendence of the soul. Forming the original spirit is the stage you aim for next. But there’s no need to worry too much. You have plenty of talent.”

With a clear goal set, the feeling of being lost disappeared.

“The goal is the transcendence of the soul. Understood! But what should I start with?”

In response to Seoran’s question, Yeo answered immediately.

“In Cultivation, the harmony of mind and body is crucial. First, you need to train your soul to elevate it to the same level as your body. There are various methods, but what you should start with is this.”

Yeo handed over a book.

The cover read ‘Doppelganger Technique.’

Seoran exclaimed in surprise.

“The doppelganger technique! Does that mean creating thousands of doppelgangers to train with thousands of times the efficiency?”

Yeo looked bewildered.

“What kind of nonsense is that? Doppelgangers don’t have self-awareness, and you control them anyway, so why would the efficiency increase thousands of times?”

Unfortunately, the efficiency wouldn’t be three thousand times greater.

“I see…”

“I can’t understand why you’re disappointed. Anyway, your task from now on is simple. It’s training through conscious division using doppelgangers.”

After a while, Seoran gathered a few more books and stood up.

Then she headed to the next classroom.

Geumjungpae’s passionate one-on-one lecture had ended.

The lecture topic was ‘A Study on Earth Attribute Techniques: From the Perspective of Efficiency Differences Between Magical Tools and Spells.’

The conclusion was a praise for magical tools.

Somehow, the lecture was heavily biased by the presenter’s opinion.

“Do you understand, Cultivator Ryu?”

Seoran nodded vigorously, not wanting to listen to the overly long lecture again.

“Of course, of course. The gist was that dynamic attributes like fire and water are suited for spells, while static attributes like wood, metal, and earth are more efficient with magical tools. I completely understand.”

Geumjungpae smiled with satisfaction.

“As expected, you are a peerless genius. Fire and water are for spells, wood, metal, and earth are for magical tools. This is common knowledge. Similarly, it’s a well-known fact that magical tools are superior to spells. Therefore, the academic consensus is that the most superior attributes in the world are earth and metal.”

“Uh, then what about wood attribute techniques…”

Geumjungpae replied indifferently.

“Wood attribute, well, it’s useful for cultivating spiritual herbs. Of course, it’s rare for anyone to grow spiritual herbs themselves, as it takes at least hundreds of years for them to develop any spiritual qualities.”

In the end, it was a praise for the metal and earth attribute sect, Geumjak.

Seoran was reminded of a familiar face, the fist techniques enthusiast Ho Hye-mun.

It was amazing that there were two people of this kind in the world.

Seoran raised her hand and asked a question.

“Then what about puppetry?”

The master of puppet techniques, Geumjungpae, answered seriously.

“Puppetry originally comes from the art of creating magical tools, so you could say it’s like the illegitimate child of magical tool crafting. Though it’s somewhat regrettable that it’s not mainstream, it certainly deserves the honorary status of a magical tool. After all, it’s still a type of tool.”

It was the exact answer Seoran had expected.

“That makes perfect sense. I share the same opinion.”

Seoran, a self-proclaimed puppet master, thought to herself.

My puppetry isn’t wrong.

Puppets have infinite potential.

I knew I could trust in them.

Recently, Seoran had practically given up on earth attribute spells.

No matter how she thought about it, earth attribute spells seemed hopeless.

At first, she thought it was because Ojukmun specialized in fire and water techniques.

But even in Geumjak, which specialized in earth and metal techniques, the situation was no different.

Earth attribute spells were all ambiguous.

A spell to ensnare great demons with hooks.

Hooks that rise from the ground to bind the demon.

If it were an attack spell from the start, the demon would already be dead.

A spell to cause an earthquake.

Practitioners usually fly using magical tools.

It’s just a nuisance that consumes a lot of power.

A spell to fertilize the land and bring about a bountiful harvest.

It turned fallow farming methods into trash and was the top contributor to the population explosion in Gyok.

But in a battle situation, where would you use fertilizer?

Now, puppetry was really the only option.

Seoran expressed her gratitude.


“It was truly an inspiring lecture!”

Geumjungpae smiled with satisfaction and replied.

“Then, let’s end the class with one last chant, shall we? Come on, in a loud voice: If you’re human, use tools!”

It was a chant that could never be uttered in front of Ho Hye-mun.

“If you’re human, use tools!”

“Good! That’s it for today’s class.”

After the class ended, Seoran packed up the items she received from Geumjungpae and headed home.

The gift bundle was quite large.

It was filled with practice magical tools for training in the use of law techniques.

There were even books on hook spells, earthquake spells, and fertilizer spells.

Isn’t the fertilizer spell quite an important secret technique?

What’s left if they give it away like this?

I guess the Geumjak has their own considerations.

Seoran learned from Yeo how to ascend to great heights.

And from Geumjungpae, she learned how to widen her foundation.

Now, all that remained was training.

Specifically, training in duplication and the use of magical tools.

A few years ago, Ojukmun was bustling with a friendly competition.

Everyone fought for their favorite idol.

Tricks were constantly employed to win arguments.

A hero appeared to settle the bickering.

“Then why don’t we make a bet to see who’s right?”

The superhuman on a white horse was none other than Jang.

Place your spirit stones on the one you support.

Thus began the unofficial event known as human horse racing.

After the preliminaries ended, so did the gamblers’ festival.

Gambling addicts yearned for the stimulation that would melt their frontal lobes.

In the end, the superhuman Jang showcased his talent once more for the pitiful souls whose dopamine receptors were wrecked.

“Fear not. I shall quench your thirst.”

Jang immediately ran to the fields.

He caught a few rabbits and returned.

Horse racing didn’t necessarily require humans or horses.

That’s how rabbit racing was born.

Rabbit racing, the super jackpot safe playground.

Which rank will your favorite rabbit take?

Place your spirit stones now and find out.

The operator of the private gambling den was Jang.

As usual, he was unpaid.

Thus, the gambler’s paradise was born.

Zero commission.

Maintained by the operator’s talent donation.

A first in human history.

Meticulous management of racing rabbits.

Active use of competition and character traits in storytelling marketing.

Even holding event matches to entertain the bored.

Rabbit racing thrived in popularity.

It was only recently discovered.

It had been going on for four years, so its tail was long.

The case officer interrogated Jang .

“How much illicit profit did you make?”

There were no illicit profits.

It was a no-fee gambling house from the start.

Jang worked unpaid for over four years.

Naturally, the officer didn’t believe it.

“That can all be found by examining the books!”

Jang diligently kept the books.

No one knew why.

Maybe he just found it fun to keep records.

The officer, along with accounting experts from Jangseogak, audited dozens of ledgers.

The audit results were shocking.

Jang  had indeed worked without pay.

The officer even felt a bit of fear.

“Hey, Jang, why did you run a gambling house without any pay? You must have had a reason.”

“I’m really sorry…”

“No, why exactly were you unpaid…”

In accordance with Ojukmun law, receiving illicit gains from ‘acts that harm public morals’ was clearly a serious crime.

Normally, one would be imprisoned for several years.

But this case was a bit tricky.

The ‘act that harms public morals’ did apply.

But he did not receive ‘illicit gains.’

In the end, Jang avoided severe punishment.

Jang, thirty days of house arrest.

And six months of community service.

Considering the circumstances, it was a light punishment.

Roughly equivalent to the punishment for public indecency.

The hellish house arrest finally ended.

Jang went out for the first time in a long while.

And was shocked.


“W-what on earth is going on?”

Hundreds of identical girls were everywhere.

Each was busily carrying something.

They were all clones made by Ryu Seoran.

The whole world was Ryu Seoran.



 
  
    Chapter 43: Putting Our Heads Together


The assignment consisted of two parts: Shadow Clones and Law Magic.

Seoran decided to start practicing Law Magic first.

It wasn’t a decision made with a clear intention.

She was just envious of the Law Storm shown by Geumyeongyeong.

It was training in multiple law spell operations.

After completing the training, how cool would she be?

Seoran unfolded hopeful wings of imagination.

Bomb dolls flying like a swarm at a gesture.

She was truly a brilliant maestro commanding the battlefield.

Evil groups losing their way and scrambling were desperate, and soon swallowed by a huge flash.

It was a scene of artistic justice realization.

At this point, standing out with flames was a crucial point.

It wouldn’t be cool to look back at the explosion scene.

After her reverie, Seoran immediately took out her preparations.

Twenty wooden beads came out of the gift package.

When she grasped the bead and used Law Magic, it transformed into a flying brush.

In simple terms, it was a spell of transforming beads into brushes.

Seoran controlled the brush and painted a picture.

Vigorous strokes brushed the canvas.

When the single brush drawing was finished, Seoran’s self-portrait was complete.

Her wide smile was truly satisfying.

She felt a bit excited for some reason.

Seoran’s poltergeist art class continued.

The number of brushes she could control at once gradually increased as she indiscriminately drew all objects around her.

Finally, she was able to control all brushes at the same time and complete twenty identical paintings perfectly.

Seoran moved on to the next stage.

Now it was time to depict different subjects at once.

Drawing a circle with her left hand and a triangle with her right hand at the same time was a challenge beyond comparison.

Seoran’s room instantly became a mess.

Control mistakes, mid-air collisions, unintended splatters.

Ceiling, walls, floor—everything was covered in ink.

Days passed like this.

Seoran admired twenty completed different still-life paintings with eyes filled with emotion.

It was success that finally came after countless trials and errors.

The white clothes she wore had long been stained black.

Now it was finally time to practice Shadow Clones.

Tired of brushes, inkstones, and canvases, Seoran ran to the garden and immediately created a clone.

Mana gathered together to form the shape of a person.

Before long, another Ryu Seoran was born.

Everything else was identical to the original, except for the expression.

The original Seoran began manipulating her clone, which maintained a blank expression.

Rolling forward, rolling backward, doing cartwheels, and clapping her feet

Seoran succeeded in accurately measuring the limits of her clones based on her steadfast spirit of experimentation.

The physical abilities of the clones were only at the level of a stage actor.

Compared to criminals, of course, they were impressive, but they were too weak to use directly in combat.

It seemed a bit challenging to apply them practically.

There were two main ways to control the clones.

The first was to command them from the observer’s perspective, as Seoran was doing now.

The second method was to divide consciousness and directly control the clones.

Yeomujin intended to use the second method.

Seoran divided her consciousness and possessed the clones.

Instantly, vast sensory information poured into her brain.

The viewpoints of the clones looking at the body and the body looking at the clones overlapped into one.

It felt like watching a 3D movie without special glasses.

The dizziness subsided somewhat.

Seoran created several more clones.

The phenomenon of overlapping perspectives became even more pronounced.

Seoran continued to increase the number of clones.

She was determined to get used to dividing her consciousness.

The Ryu Seorans densely packed like bean sprouts.

Mana poured into them one by one, transforming them into clones.

The cluster of Ryu Seorans, centered on the original Seoran in the middle, stopped expanding at one point.

Looking through the shared perspectives of the clones, she saw new clones disappearing like smoke as soon as they were created.

Seoran, who had stopped dividing her consciousness, carefully observed the cause.

The clones standing close to Seoran were fine.

However, as the distance increased, the clones began to blur like low-resolution videos.

It seemed there was a distance limit due to proficiency.

Seoran divided her consciousness again to control the clones.

Girls with perfectly identical appearances simultaneously performed martial arts movements.

They all had expressionless faces.

The clones had no autonomy whatsoever.

Seoran had to directly control over dozens of clones alone.

It felt strangely like playing a multiplayer party game with multiple controllers by herself.

Seoran’s training continued as the seasons changed.

As her mastery of clone technique increased, the limits on clone creation and operational range gradually eased.

*******

Summer ended and autumn arrived.

Seoran’s proficiency in clone technique had improved by leaps and bounds.

Now her clones could be found anywhere.


Even the people of Ojukmun became accustomed to the bustling clones.

It was time to harvest crops.

The clones appeared in droves and lined up to wield their scythes.

Then, with blank expressions, they began to harvest.

The kitchen was always busy preparing meals in bulk.

The clones appeared in droves and took their places.

And then, with blank expressions, they cried while chopping onions.

Autumn cleaning arrived.

The clones appeared in droves and wielded brooms.

After accidentally breaking pottery, they were all chased away.

Initially, it was simple chores like cleaning or carrying.

But Seoran gradually became accustomed to dividing her consciousness.

Then the clones began to perform much more complex movements than before.

It was like a circus.

Quickly passing through several thrown hoops in succession.

Building a human tower shaped like an hourglass, narrowing from the bottom and widening again.

A chaotic juggling of hundreds of short swords among a hundred people.

The great showgirl, Ryu Seoran, turned the entire Ojukmun into a festival atmosphere by herself.

Seeing this spectacle, Ho Hyemun came up with an idea.

It was a grand play to show to the students of the Glibang.

The venue was Glibang, the audience was students, and the theme was just retribution.

The cast consisted solely of Ryu Seoran, a one-woman show.

Upon receiving the proposal, Ryu Seoran gladly agreed.

After all, no new training methods came to mind anymore.

On the day of the play, Seoran’s clones performed with enthusiasm.

The clones couldn’t speak, but it didn’t matter.

Multi-talented Ho Hyemun also possessed the talent of a voice actor.

He acted all the lines of all the characters alone.

All the actors had expressionless faces, unnecessarily excellent voice acting, and yet the script was excellent.

Watching this scene, Damcheong muttered alone.

“This is just like a puppet show.”

It was a very small voice.

The audience, absorbed in silent movies, didn’t hear it.

But Seoran, directing the stage, heard it.

“A puppet show?”

Inspiration struck again.

First puppet-making meeting.

Participants gathered in one place.

There were only three people: Ryu Seoran, Ho Hyemun, and Damcheong.

Lageum couldn’t attend because of studies, and Geum Yeongyeong couldn’t attend because of training.

Seoran was the first to speak up.

“There was a tragic incident recently.”

Representative Ho Hyemun asked, “What happened?”

Seoran replied with a grim expression

 “My invention, the Juksoontando Dan, is a clay doll. So when I first applied for registration, I classified it as a doll. But just a few days ago, I received a notification. It was about forcibly changing the classification number.”

“Wow!” Seoran exclaimed, shaking her head.

“So now, the Juksoontando Dan will be classified as a disposable technique.”

“Like talisman techniques or thrown object techniques?” “Exactly.”

“That’s really serious…” Damcheong, who had been listening quietly, asked.

“Is changing the classification number such a big deal?”

Seoran replied, “It changes the funding amounts for future development support.”

Damcheong was startled. “That’s really significant!”

Ho Hyemun asked Seoran, nodding his head, “So why did you convene this meeting?”

Seoran showed them a piece of paper.

‘Notification of Law Technique Classification Standards. Law techniques classified as dolls are as follows: One, those imitating human forms. Two, those imitating animal forms. Three, those designated by the Jangseogak footnote. Note: Do not apply for classification as dolls if imitating plant or architectural forms.’

Seoran declared, “I plan to make dolls from now on because I’ve had a good inspiration. The reason I gathered you all here is to ask for your help.”

Ho Hyemun said, “What do you need? Since I asked you to perform a play, I’ll cooperate as much as possible.”

“I’m bored too, so count me in,” added Damcheong.

“Thank you very much. I ask that when I lose my way while making dolls, you stop me. This time, the dolls must strictly resemble humans or animals. I want to avoid the sad ending of being juksoons again after completion.”

It was practically a declaration to consume the grant.

Damcheong, suddenly curious, asked, “But what inspired you?”

Seoran smiled. “I think I’ve been too fixated on autonomy until now. So, I’m thinking of letting it all go.”

With this realization, Damcheong’s deer horn twinkled.

“No way…”

“My goal is, precisely, fully manually operated dolls.”

It was a statement completely detached from the ultimate ideal pursued by doll techniques.

If a doll technician were present, they would surely cry out, ‘That’s not doll technique!’

But there was no competent doll technician here.

Everyone could only admire the genius idea.

“Unheard-of idea!”


“I’ve never heard of anything like this!”

The two outsiders praised one after the other.

Naturally, Seoran’s self-esteem soared higher and higher.

And so, the three of them put their heads together and pondered.

If Geum Yeongyeong and Lageum had attended, this tragedy would never have happened.
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Acting technique’s illegitimate child, doll technique. 

It’s a magical technique that moves inanimate objects like living beings. 

Doll technicians pursue infinite autonomy. It’s okay if automated dolls have no soul. 

Imitation is the mother of creation. If the mimicry is extreme, it’s practically indistinguishable from the original.

 Advanced automation will eventually become autonomy. 

Seoran also enthusiastically agreed with the doll technicians’ opinions. 

They differed slightly in direction, however. Seoran solemnly declared, 

“Manual operation, when taken to extremes, equals autonomy.”

Two advisory board members sitting in the control room nodded their heads. Ryu Seoran, Ho Hyemun, and Damcheong were at the quarry right now. 

It was the quarry where they had previously refashioned a missile into Juksoontando Dan. 

Seoran pointed to the Juksoontando Dan standing tall in the distance and asked,

 “That’s a failure. Do you know why?”

The first advisory board member, Damcheong, replied,

 “Hmm, because it didn’t receive development funding?”

The second advisory board member, Ho Hyemun, also responded, 

“Is it because it lacks guidance capabilities?”

Seoran readily agreed.

 “Those are all correct points. But the biggest reason was my arrogance. Specifically, my arrogance towards autonomy!”

The audience didn’t quite grasp Seoran’s words, so she provided an example.

She showed them the Invisible Thorn Murderous Ray Emitter, a photon cannon.

“Look at this photon cannon. It’s so small and light. Why is that? Because I let go of my obsession with autonomy. In reality, every process is manually operated.”

The Juksoontando Dan was a conglomeration of advanced technologies.

From launch to hit, most processes were meticulously controlled through automated procedures.

Once the flight path was inputted, it was done.

However, due to its automation, it became large and heavy.

The sensors, output regulators, particle converters, and attitude control systems installed for automation were like tumors.

The weight of the Juksoontando Dan increased, the propulsion system grew, and consequently, it became heavier again.

On the other hand, the photon cannon was different.

The magic charging process, manual.

The target aiming process, manual.

The beam firing process, click.

From charging to firing, every procedure was manually operated.

That’s why the photon cannon was small and light.

If even half of the intermediate processes were automated, the photon cannon would become so massive that it would be impossible to carry.

What was the reason for the success of the play performed in the manuscript despite the tight preparation period?

Here’s the text with a blank line after each sentence:

The production team consisted only of Seoran and Ho Hyemun. 

If they had enlisted dozens of actors instead of using puppetry, they would have failed without proper rehearsals. 

The key point was simple. 

They needed an extreme diet of components. That was the only solution.

As Ho Hyemun listened to the explanation, something dawned on him. “So, you mean…”

Seoran replied calmly, “That’s correct. From now on, my Bomb Bee Dolls won’t have any automatic mechanisms. I’ll handle all guidance, output control, and posture adjustment.”

Efficiency improvement through automation is a criminal’s mindset. With such weak thinking, one cannot reach the next level.

 With sufficient strength, even a manual generator can overwhelm a nuclear power plant. 

A true superhuman is someone who can win an international bicycle race riding a tricycle.

Seoran shouted, “We can do it! Together, we can!”

Ho Hyemun and Damcheong echoed, “We can!”

Finally, doll production began. And immediately, they encountered obstacles.

 “But how will the Bomb Bee Dolls operate?” 

“They’ll fly to the enemy and trigger a high-pressure magical explosion.”

“Then they’ll be disposable, right?”

“It seems so.”

Damcheong expressed concern, “But won’t our painstakingly crafted Bomb Bee Dolls be classified as disposable magical artifacts? Then we might not achieve the original goal of development funding…”

It was indeed a sharp and insightful remark.

“What should we do then?”

Seoran, taken aback, was reassured by Ho Hyemun. “It’s good that we know now. As long as they’re not disposable, it should be fine. In that case, let’s make a few strong dolls instead of many weak ones.”

“A select few, that’s really reasonable.”

Damcheong also seemed to like the new direction. Seoran pondered for a moment. Should they change the development direction or stick to their original plan of unleashing countless Bomb Bee Dolls from the magnificent beehive to turn their enemies into ashes?

Finally, a decision was made.

“Today, we’re abandoning the Bomb Bee Doll plan.”

As the train departed, it immediately veered off the tracks.

The doll’s form was settled on a human likeness.

The goal was initially a high-speed aircraft.

However, using propulsion instead of wings excluded most animals from consideration.

Structures like warships were also impractical to meet doll classification criteria.

In the end, a human form seemed the most feasible.

Seoran recalled her battles with the Black Lotus Bloodsucking Assassins in the underground world.

Fights against giants manipulated by growth magic and monstrous serpent demons.

She molded the clay skillfully to form a temporary shape.

Ho Hyemun voiced his opinion. 

“I wish it looked a bit bigger and stronger.”

Damcheong made various suggestions.

 “Maybe it’s better to give up on bombs altogether. How about something that shoots beams instead?”

Seoran unleashed her imagination.

But to register as a doll, it couldn’t stray too far from societal norms of what a doll encompasses.

The result left much to be desired.

The completed miniature resembled a general.

Impressive with thick armor and piercing eyes.

The palms and soles were thrusters.


Seoran constantly reassured herself.

“We have too few materials. We can only make one thing.”

Sometimes you have to compromise.

Even this alone is enough for a giant robot.

I’m quite satisfied.

She rose from her seat, deceiving herself.

“Well, let’s make it like this then. Should we aim for roughly the size of a two-story building? Trying to go bigger would probably lack enough materials.”

As Seoran brushed her hands, Damcheong asked,

“Are you satisfied with this?”

“Of course.”

Seoran replied nonchalantly, angering Damcheong.

“That’s a lie!”

There’s power in a dragon’s eye to distinguish truth from falsehood.

Seoran clearly felt deep regret.

She was just forcing herself to accept it.

Damcheong continued to press the frozen Seoran.

“Your heart is still not satisfied! What exactly are you afraid of? Recall the you from before, aspiring for greatness! I saw a dazzling radiance in you back then!”

That outburst struck deep into Seoran’s heart.

Was that what had happened?

I still haven’t fully let go.

I was still trapped by common sense.

Transcendence is supplementation.

Supplementing imperfection.

To truly become transcendent, of course, a mindset befitting of transcendence is also necessary.

To overwhelm a nuclear power plant with a manual generator.

To win a cycling race with a tricycle.

To become an immortal with earth-based magic.

Boldly, one must know how to let go of common sense.

One must unleash an imagination that transcends time and space.

One must shatter the framework fixed in place with a hammer.

The boy dormant within asked, “Are you afraid?”

The girl aspiring to transcendence replied, “No, not at all.”

“Scream, my idea.”

As Seoran remained silent for a while, Damcheong scrutinized her deeply.

“I’m sorry, I think I might have been too harsh.”

But Seoran still didn’t respond.

After a moment, Ho Hyemun and Damcheong wore worried expressions.

Seoran began to shed tears.

“Seoran…”

At Damcheong’s call, Seoran finally opened her eyes.

 “I’ve finally realized.”

The two council members waited for her next words.

“Common sense is just a shackle that restrains aesthetics. What I truly couldn’t let go of was my past as a criminal. Like a child unable to discard a beloved blanket, I was afraid.”

The expressions of the two council members began to brighten.

Seoran shouted decisively,

 “But now, I too am an adult! Moreover, as a disciple who wishes to break the shell and become transcendent! From this moment on, the weak criminal Ryu Seoran is dead! True artistic expression arises from courage!”

With that, she kicked aside the miniature of the Giant Monstrous General.

“We can do it! For the sake of aesthetics!”

Ho Hyemun and Damcheong immediately joined in, shouting,

“For the sake of aesthetics!”

No more criminal actions.

Pursuing only artistic expression like a horn of a unicorn.

Only aesthetics.

Seoran declared.

“Still, our goal remains the creation of human dolls.

But this time, we won’t hesitate as before,” Ho Hyemoon asked.

“What does that mean?”

“First, we’ll trim the waist.

Legs are a luxury for aircraft!”

Damcheong was astonished.

“That’s an incredibly innovative idea!”

Ho Hyemoon agreed.

“Truly the epitome of aesthetics!”

Seoran was halfway into a trance-like state.

Thus, a significant hole was punched in his already open-minded thinking.

It was as if the skull that should have been closed had burst wide open.

The creator seemed to be out of his mind.

This was when the advisory council should have intervened.

However, neither Ho nor Damcheong was particularly normal.

Ho had been very interested in art since he was a child.

As with all stimuli, there was a limit to aesthetics.

Her aesthetic limits, once the highest level of rule, had naturally soared to heights beyond the sky.

This situation was of no help at all.

Damcheong was also in a similar situation because he lacked the qualifications of an advisory council.

If one were to consider his age, he would likely have appeared conservative.

However, that was not the case.

Occasionally, Damcheong accepted guijan waves from the sky using deer antlers attached to his head.

Because he was a dragon, his basic worldview differed from that of people.


Naturally, the development process was also in full swing.

A few days later, Lageum visited the quarry.

“Are you all sane?”

Then he met a muscular, giant person who looked like he had crawled up from the underworld.

3.5
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When Lageum came, the three artists had not left the quarry.

Seoran and Damcheong originally had nothing to do.

Even Ho, the teacher of the study hall, was free these days.

It was because of the winter vacation.

The final goal was to create a giant doll.

No one stopped any opinions.

The development process was excessively smooth.

The three oarsmen rowed hard.

They encountered a realistic barrier: a lack of high-quality materials.

Damcheong made a reasonable point.

“But we have too few materials right now. Setting aside how big the doll will be, shouldn’t we first gather the materials? At this rate, we’ll run out after just finishing the head.”

Recently enlightened, Seoran half-opened his eyes and asked.

“Damcheong, why are you so worried? If there are no good materials, just use lesser ones. The stones in this quarry are enough.”

“Gasp!”

Shocked, Damcheong took a deep breath.

The boat carrying the three oarsmen began to move forward.

While gathering scattered rocks together, Ho asked.

“But the size of these stones is not very satisfactory. To make a giant doll, wouldn’t we need larger pieces? Should we just carve out a small mountain?”

Seoran shook his head.

“That too is a pointless desire. If the rocks are small, we just need to make notches and assemble them together, like a brick wall.”

Ho, enlightened by the preaching, exclaimed.

“I was foolish!”

The boat cut through the rough waters with force.

The group, having gathered enough stones, decided to first test making the head. According to Seoran’s design, the processed stone blocks were stacked higher than a person. Now, they just needed to assemble it to complete the head.

While assembling the oddly shaped rocks, Damcheong raised a question.

“But aren’t you going to use any adhesive? No matter how tightly they fit, if the joints are just notches, it could be problematic. A strong impact might cause the interlocked joints to break and lead to a chain reaction of disintegration.”

Strong adhesive was extremely expensive.

The significantly reduced budget couldn’t cover it.

But aesthetics can be pursued even without money.

One just becomes somewhat nonsensical.

Seoran, who abandoned common sense, doesn’t stop.

“My giant doll doesn’t need adhesive.”

The foolish dragon, who hadn’t yet reached the realm of the nonsensical, asked once more.

“But then the durability…”

“Shh!”

Seoran gently pressed Damcheong’s lips with his index finger.

“You’re worrying about trivial things like durability. Damcheong, you keep thinking like a mere mortal, which is unlike you. This is important, so make sure to remember it.”

Seoran said to the intensely focused Damcheong and Ho Hyemoon.

“Armor to protect the body is a trivial thing suitable for mortals who fear arrows. For a true strong person, defensive measures for situations of being hit are unnecessary!”

Ho Hyemoon opened her eyes wide.

“Could it be!”

“That’s right. Are you worried about the lack of durability? If you are confident that you won’t be hit in the first place, you don’t need to worry. I can do it, if it’s me!”

An absolute declaration of dodging everything with bare hands.

Ho’s face turned bright red.

And suddenly, she became eloquent.

“I’ve heard your determined will to never rely on external things! It’s a dignity allowed only to the seeker who silently advances on the thorny path! As expected, my eyes weren’t wrong! With Ryu Susa’s infinite love for the art of bare-handed combat, we can reach the truth!”

Damcheong was also slightly convinced by the fervent reaction of the enthusiast who pursued the impossible.

“On second thought, we don’t need adhesive!”

The three of them laughed heartily and continued assembling.

Although the boat had already reached land, no one stopped rowing.

Numerous problems arose during the development process.

They first completed the head, torso, and both arms.

They attached the main propulsion system below the navel and auxiliary propulsion systems to both hands.

Photon cannons were mounted in the two eyes.

When they tested the flight, the propulsion was insufficient.

“It’s a bit slow to dodge all the attacks.”

“Then let’s attach multiple arms.”

Ho Hyemoon actively agreed.

“Six fists! It’s like a god of war!”

With the auxiliary propulsion systems tripled, the maximum speed also significantly increased.

However, the accuracy of the destructive rays plummeted.

This was due to the significant gap between the head’s rotation speed for aiming and the giant doll’s movement speed.

But Ho argued that there was no good solution.

“At present, this is the best speed. If we make it rotate faster, the material won’t hold. The neck will separate immediately.”

The rotation speed couldn’t be changed.

Then the solution was simple.

They should narrow the rotation angle.

“Let’s attach multiple heads too.”

The unique non-human, Damcheong, was impressed.

“Three heads? It looks really strong!”

Three heads touched back-to-back.

A perfect equilateral triangle, eliminating all blind spots.

The firepower per shot also tripled.

The boat, metaphorically speaking, swam on solid ground.

Superhuman rowing had brought the boat to the top of the mountain.

This happened because there were three rowers.

And so, the giant doll with three heads and six arms was born.

It was a manually operated doll, entirely excluding any automatic mechanisms.

Naturally, the operation was extremely difficult.


The operation manual alone exceeded ten volumes.

Under ordinary circumstances, development would stop at this point.

But Ryu Seoran was an extraordinary genius who surpassed ordinary humans.

Three heads, each rotating independently left and right.

Six eyes, moving independently up, down, left, and right.

Six arms, whose joints would entangle even with simple movements.

Finally, Seoran succeeded in controlling the doll, with her unmatched celestial intelligence.

The doll flew into the sky, radiating seven beams of light.

It looked like a giant kite.

Lageum, who witnessed the magnificent sight as soon as she arrived at the quarry, naturally exclaimed in awe.

“Are you all out of your minds?”

It was a perfectly sensible reaction.

******

Lageum looked up at the giant doll with three heads and six arms and asked,

“What on earth is this?”

Seoran replied confidently,

“It’s a giant doll with three heads and six arms. It’s our masterpiece.”

Judging by her smug expression, Lageum really wanted to punch her.

“Why is there nothing below the waist? Is it because it’s unfinished?”

“Why would it need legs to fly?”

The three-headed, six-armed something-or-other was using four of its arms as legs to land on the ground.

“Why does it have so many arms and heads?”

“That’s the essence of aesthetics.”

When Seoran turned around, the advisors also agreed.

“That’s right, look at those sharply defined arm muscles.”

“It has three heads. It must be at least three times stronger.”

Lageum began to regret coming.

It was a rare holiday, and she should have just rested at home.

The trio of artists explained their new creation to Geum.

“What defines a form that can be called human? You have to abandon old conventions, Geum. Can you feel the philosophy in this surreal sculpture of three heads and six arms?”

Ryu Seoran, who had abandoned not only common sense but also various other things.

“Look at those detailed muscle descriptions. And those extraordinary neck muscles. The overwhelming power and thrill derived simply from the tripling of body parts, isn’t it truly impressive?”

Ho, who was enthralled by the bizarre physical beauty, was left dazed.

“Three heads… Three heads… Three heads…”

Damcheong’s horns flashed, perhaps receiving strange signals again.

Lageum was equally confused.

A shape that seemed like a clumsy imitation of a human.

Reaching the uncanny valley with overly detailed descriptions.

Even the stones fitted together were all different colors.

To Lageum, it looked like a patchwork monster made from crudely stitched-together corpses.

Of course, Seoran would insist it was an efficient modular design for easy repair and improvement.

Seoran asked the dazed Ia Geum.

“How do you feel about this masterpiece up close?”

Lageum turned to look at Seoran.

Her face was filled with expectation and certainty.

There was only one choice.

“I don’t know much about art, but it seems impressive.”

“Exactly which part…”

Ia Geum quickly changed the subject.

“Unni, what are those holes?”

Seoran looked at the densely packed holes in the body and replied.

“Those are observation windows. My clone goes inside and observes the outside through those holes, and I share their vision.”

To demonstrate, Seoran created a clone.

A pair of brown eyes appeared beyond the observation windows.

It was Seoran’s clone, remotely created in the confined space.

The keen eyes of the observer scanned the surroundings.

The advanced technique of sharing vision between the doll and the master is only learned in the advanced levels of doll crafting.

But Seoran found it too troublesome to study that far.

So she used the trick of clones.

“How is it? No blind spots.”

Clones with expressionless faces were watching Lageum from countless observation windows.

“That’s… impressive…”

Of course, it was sarcasm.

*****

A few days later.

The final completion of the three-headed, six-armed giant doll was approaching.

Only the last step remained.

It was to equip it with a miniaturization function for portability.

Inspired by Geum Yeongyeong’s Fangtian Huaji artifact or Geum Joongpae’s brush-orb artifact.

Seoran’s grand vision was to transform the giant doll into an orb for easy carrying.

So Seoran sought out a transformation technique expert.


The artifact craftsman said.

“That’s a bit difficult.”

“Uh…”

It was an unforeseen obstacle.

A boat without wings plummeted from the steep mountain top.
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Their ambition to transform the giant doll into an orb for easy portability was thwarted.

The trio sat around the table with disheartened expressions.

Even the high-quality tea served by the errand boy was getting cold.

Just like their hopes.

The youngest, Ryu Seoran, spoke first.

“But it was fun, wasn’t it? Right?”

The second oldest, Ho, agreed.

“You’re right. Although the ending is disappointing, it was a worthwhile time.”

Then the eldest, Damcheong, began to throw a tantrum.

“I can’t accept such a sad ending! The heavens are indifferent! How can our efforts go unrewarded? The world shouldn’t work this way! I will read the heavens and find a solution!”

Damcheong burst out of the door.

The two remaining quickly chased after him.

Seoran and Ho could barely catch a glimpse of Damcheong flying swiftly through the snowy night sky.

Winter night, snowing sky, deer antlers, high-speed flight. These elements reminded Seoran of an old memory. The red-nosed reindeer leading Santa’s sleigh.

Rudolph.

“It has a very shiny nose. And if you ever saw it, you would even say it glows…”

Ho, listening beside her, asked.

“What song is that? I don’t think I’ve heard it before. Is it a folk song from Yuna?”

Seoran, who had been unconsciously humming, was startled and diverted the topic.

“A folk song? I just made it up on the spot. Let’s finish our tea. I don’t think Damcheong will be back for a while.”

“Shall we?”

They calmly sat down and sipped the now cold tea.

When the teapot was about half empty, the door suddenly burst open.

It was not Damcheong, who had returned from receiving strange signals.

It was Geum Yeongyeong, who entered dancing joyfully.

“Goodbye to all the overdue homework! The liberated Geum Yeongyeong is here! Is there a loyal friend here who will offer a warm drink to this cold and thirsty one?!”

Geum Yeongyeong swaggered over to the table and lifted the teapot, drinking it straight.

The half-full tea disappeared from the world.

Geum Yeongyeong smacked her lips and laughed heartily.

“It’s cold. But no matter! For I am magnanimous!”

Geum Yeongyeong had just finished her homework for the year.

It was a tremendous amount, accumulated from enjoying her newfound freedom away from her sect.

The deadline was only a few days away, so she had been extremely busy lately.

So now she was in high spirits.

“Oh dear, your faces are all downcast! What’s the matter? Tell me, and I’ll solve it in no time!”

Seoran and Ho remembered Geum Yeongyeong’s background.

Geumjakpa was a sect specializing in handling artifacts.

There was nothing to lose by speaking up, so there was no reason to remain silent.

After exchanging glances, the two spoke.

“It’s actually…”

An errand boy brought fresh warm tea.

The explanation of the three-headed, six-armed giant doll concluded. After listening attentively for a while, Geum Yeongyeong spoke decisively.

“Indeed, that does seem a bit difficult.”

Her manner of speaking had long since returned to normal.

“Is there really no way?”

Ho asked with a desperate expression.

It was as if she were worried about her own child.

But Geum Yeongyeong’s opinion remained unchanged.

“You said it’s quite a large doll, right? Complex items like dolls are difficult to shrink or transform. Especially something that large, it’s nearly impossible.”

Ho dropped the cookie she was holding.

Her face looked as if she had just received a three-month terminal diagnosis like a drama heroine.

Anyone could see she was in despair.

Seoran asked persistently.

“But your Bangcheonhwageuk transforms just fine.”

Geum Yeongyeong responded calmly.

“That’s because it’s an artifact made entirely of metal. Structurally, it’s no different from a metal ingot, to exaggerate a bit. It’s made from a single material, and it’s a solid piece without any assembly.”

In summary, Geum Yeongyeong’s lengthy explanation was that the doll was too complex and large to be miniaturized.

Overwhelmed with frustration, Seoran lowered her head.

Then something caught her eye.

It was a cookie crumb on the table.

Resting her chin on her interlocked fingers, Ryu Seoran pondered for a moment and then quietly asked.

“Then can small and simple structures be miniaturized?”

Geum Yeongyeong boasted.

“Of course, who am I? The prodigy of Geumjakpa! Miniaturizing simple objects is as easy as drinking tea! Bring fifty or a hundred, and I’ll turn them all into orbs!”

Sensing something, Ho asked.

“Have you thought of a plan?”

Seoran nodded.

“Yes, I have. It’s impossible because it’s large and complex? Then the solution has always been straightforward. We just need to turn it into small and simple objects.”

Many small and weak versus a few large and strong.

It was something Ho had said before.

Seoran solemnly declared.

“First, we dismantle the three-headed, six-armed giant doll.”

Each of the three displayed different emotions.

Geum Yeongyeong looked bewildered.

Ho was already smiling brightly.

Seoran had a face filled with utmost seriousness.

“Twenty-four heads, twelve torsos, seventy-two arms. The total count is one hundred and eight. Yeongyeong will handle the miniaturization.”

Geum Yeongyeong, who had boasted about bringing fifty or a hundred, asked in dismay.

“One hundred and eight? By myself?”


Seoran and Ho smiled brightly and expressed their gratitude.

“Yes, thank you so much for volunteering, Yeongyeong.”

“Thank you very much, Geum Sa.”

The next day, when Damcheong returned as a snowman, the trio of artists gathered again. This time, the miniaturization specialist, Geum Yeongyeong, was with them.

With one more member, the Four Heavenly Kings of Art were now fearless.

The three-headed, six-armed giant doll was quickly disassembled.

********

The day of the registration examination arrived.

Seoran appeared with a necklace of orbs around her neck.

All one hundred and eight orbs, which had kept Geum Yeongyeong up at night, were strung together. The necklace was so long it had to be wrapped several times.

It was an unsettling sight.

The examiner had a foreboding feeling.

Today was not going to be easy.

The awaited time arrived.

With a powerful shout, Seoran formed a hand seal.

“Combine!”

The orbs composing the necklace all began to glow simultaneously.

Infused with immense magical power, the orbs levitated on their own.

They then shot off in all directions like a swarm of bees.

Swirling around Seoran, the orbs quickly began transforming into their designated shapes.

Seoran leaped high into the air.

A piece resembling a platform supported her and carried her into the vortex of swirling orbs.

The bizarre bricks transformed from the orbs came together.

The assembly process was chaotic, with pieces fitting and turning into place.

Once the seamless assembly process was complete, the doll was born.

The examiner was momentarily at a loss for words.

“What in the world…”

The quickly assembled three-headed, six-armed giant doll spoke in a resonant voice.

“What do you think of our masterpiece!”

It was Seoran’s amplified voice from inside the doll.

Despite the surreal aesthetics, the examiner quickly regained composure and began the assessment.

“For that complex assembly and operation, what logic structure did you implement?”

“It’s all manual control!”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Beginner-level doll practitioners control the doll directly! In other words, this is beginner level, a basic doll technique!”

The examiner felt dazed. Was this really doll manipulation?

For the final question, the examiner asked, “What is the doll’s name?”

“It is called, Geumgang Yacha!” came the ecstatic reply.

The examiner trudged back to the office. He feared what people might think of Ojukmun if such a thing roamed the world. However, there was nothing he could do. Reluctantly, he stamped the approval.

“Geumgang Yacha is indeed a doll…”

And thus, winter ended.

Finally, the transforming and combining three-headed, six-armed giant doll Geumgang Yacha was born from the hands of the Four Heavenly Kings of Art.

Spring arrived, and Seoran turned twenty-one.

And in Ojukmun, a rumor circulated.

“Monk Ryu is a really nice person, but her aesthetic sense is a bit… odd.”

********

Seoran, enjoying the spring breeze through the open window, suddenly frowned in her sleep.

Two figures appeared in Seoran’s dream.

It was somewhat ambiguous to define them as human. The protagonists were a book and a ghost.

A thick book with limbs like wooden chopsticks shouted in resentment.

“How unfair!”

In the dream, the two versions of Seoran, a girl and a boy, asked simultaneously, “What is unfair?”

The book shouted louder.

“How dare you brats lock me away in a dusty vault! How infuriating!”

On closer inspection, the cover read, “Research on Learning Dolls.”

The personified research book continued its rant.

The Seorans, being beaten by the wooden chopsticks, were saved by a kind-looking old man.

“Ho ho, don’t be too harsh on them.”

As the research book calmed down, the old man spoke to the Seorans.

“I owe you two an immense debt. An unloved doll practitioner gaining two disciples is a rare fortune. I am truly a lucky man.”

His forehead bore the words “Doll Enthusiast.”

“I entrust my dreams to you.”

The old man was an imagined portrait of the unseen author of the research book.

Since it was a dream, it lacked logic.

Despite being a master of daydreams, he had remained youthful until his death.

But since the dream rendered logical thinking impossible for the Seorans, they were completely taken in.

“Ah!”

They gasped simultaneously.

Until they woke, the research book and the doll enthusiast alternated in whispering to the Seorans.

“I am so frustrated.”

“I have no regrets.”

They took turns administering both punishment and comfort.

It was a perfect example of the carrot-and-stick strategy, or the good cop, bad cop routine.


And it was extremely effective.

Upon waking, Seoran mumbled to herself.

“On second thought, claiming manual control as doll manipulation might be a bit off…”

With her shattered mind mended, Seoran regained her sanity.
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Spring is the season of beginnings.

With the end of the vacation, the teacher of the study hall, Ho Hyemun, became busy.

Last winter, Geum Yeongyeong, who had hastily completed her assignments before the deadline, was dragged to the Geumjak.

It was because of the hastily made assignments.

Seoran also began studying puppetry.

Her goal was to create an orthodox puppet with automatic capabilities.

Regrettably, she planned to seal manual operations for a while.

She already had enough results from the non-mainstream techniques.

Seoran still had the introductory, basic, and advanced puppetry books she had borrowed in the past.

She had forgotten to return them, and it seemed the library had forgotten as well.

Probably because no one else wanted to borrow them.

This showed how niche puppetry was as a magic art.

The introductory book was about the puppeteer directly controlling the puppet.

Manual operation was Seoran’s specialty.

In gaming terms, she was like a tutorial level master.

The basic book covered automatic functionality.

The puppet would move on its own based on pre-programmed logic structures by the puppeteer.

This was where Seoran tasted failure and ended up tumbling while attempting bipedal walking.

The advanced book dealt with more in-depth content.

Puppeteers at this level could even grant their puppets special abilities.

There were puppets with shared vision, auto-repair, and even communication capabilities.

Seoran expected that to read the puppet learning research book, she needed to fully understand the advanced book first.

Similarly, the basic book came before the advanced one.

Joyful times of bipedal walking awaited her.

Seoran exclaimed in surprise.

“Why is it walking so well?!”

The clay puppet suddenly roamed the garden like a human.

Seoran became frightened by the unexpected success.

Sudden fortune could leave at any moment.

She hurriedly made a duplicate.

It was a puppet with the same shape and logic structure.

However, the behavior of the two puppets was completely different.

Seoran exclaimed again.

“Why does it stop while walking?!”

The duplicate clay puppet, which had walked the same, suddenly stopped. After a while, it moved again.

But it wasn’t the result Seoran wanted.

The clay puppet suddenly started moonwalking.

Watching the puppet walk forward and the other walk backward, Seoran felt like she was losing her mind.

“Why on earth?”

But puppetry was a niche magic art.

There was no one to ask why the puppet was acting this way.

She had never felt so lonely and sorrowful in her life.

What kind of battles have you been fighting on your own, puppet enthusiasts…

Seoran suddenly thought of the puppet enthusiast.

She felt a newfound respect for the remarkable feat of creating a wooden puppet in the puppetless Western continent.

Seoran looked up at the sky.

It seemed as if the puppet enthusiast (an old man, in her imagination) was smiling down at her from beyond the sky.

********

Seoran desperately needed someone to teach her puppetry.

So she searched and searched until she went to Damcheong.

To be precise, it wasn’t Damcheong but the antlers of the peculiar faction receiver that was her goal.

“Damcheong, could I borrow your antlers for a moment?”

Damcheong, who was happily swimming with the carp in the garden pond, was startled and asked back.

“My antlers? Why would you ask such a frightening thing? Dragon horns are not like nails that keep growing back even if you cut them.”

Seoran corrected the misunderstanding.

“I don’t mean to pluck them out. I mean borrowing their ability. The ability to read the celestial secrets.”

Seoran’s solution was extremely modern.

If you don’t know something, ask a search engine.

She vaguely remembered from her previous life that programmers just searched the internet when they didn’t know something.

Damcheong, who had been shocked out of his wits, climbed out of the pond.

“Alright, what do you want to know?”

Seoran, whose face lit up, said.

“What should I fix to improve my puppetry?”

Damcheong immediately replied.

“Well, I don’t know. If I find out, I’ll tell you.”

“No, you need to read the celestial secrets. You know, the antlers glowing and all that.”

“The ability to read the celestial secrets means listening to the secrets that the heavens tell me unilaterally. I don’t know about other dragons, but at least I don’t have the ability to ask the heavens anything. I just wait blindly and if I’m lucky, I get useful information.”

With that, Damcheong went back into the pond.

Disappointed, Seoran trudged back to her clay.

And then she started fiddling with the clay puppet again.

Spring passed and Seoran mastered bipedal walking.

From now on, she couldn’t make puppets with just clay.

It was time for expensive materials to enhance functionality.

But Seoran wasn’t worried.

Rare materials? How much do they cost?

Seoran had secured huge development funds through the transforming and combining three-headed, six-armed giant puppet, Geumgang Yacha.

If money could solve the problem, she wasn’t afraid.

Seoran immediately headed to the library.

She already felt like a puppet master.


But Seoran did not receive the development funds.

Unfortunately.

*******

Last fall, after her house arrest ended, Jang Okgi began working at the library as part of her community service.

The harsh half-year without a single holiday finally came to an end.

But Jang Okgi was still working at the library.

The reason was simply because ‘it was fun.’

Writing documents, transcribing, and organizing indexes were enjoyable for him.

Even his parents, who raised him, didn’t know this, but Jang Okgi was born with it.

Heaven gave him a strong desire and even talent.

As long as he had ink and paper, he could go all day.

So he arbitrarily extended his working hours like taffy.

He arrived earlier than anyone and left later than anyone.

The library chief, who had lived for hundreds of years, had never seen such a capable and passionate young man.

After his community service period ended, Jang Okgi was immediately selected as an entry-level clerk in the finance department of the library.

It was a remarkable feat, beating out all the strong candidates.

Despite the penalty of having a criminal record, Jang Okgi proudly survived the selection battle royale for the finance department.

Like any organization, the department handling the budget has power stronger than explicit authority.

For this reason, the integrity of the internal members is crucial.

That was why Jang Okgi was chosen for the finance department.

A person swayed by greed couldn’t run an illegal gambling den for years without pay.

His criminal record turned into a guarantee of trust.

A man who would never embezzle started working in the finance department.

And as soon as he opened the door, he was shocked.

His senior colleagues, who were like gods to him, were causing a ruckus.

“The sect has no money!”

“What do we do, senior? The budget is exhausted…”

“We’re bankrupt! We’re all going to be bankrupt!”

“This morning, Investigator Ryu requested funds for puppet development. The amount is substantial; what should we do?”

“What, puppets?! Are you crazy?!”

“Go tell him we absolutely can’t give it to him!”

“If we give him that, Ojukmun will really go bankrupt!”

As time passed, people from other departments also rushed in.

“Quick, give us the budget! If we don’t cover this bill by today, it’ll bounce! The sect’s credit will be ruined!”

“Right now, we don’t have enough spirit stones for the Spirit Tree Battle, and all the spirit herbs and spirit trees are on the verge of dying! If they die, it’ll take hundreds of years to recover!”

“Emergency, extreme emergency! The reserve food supply for the Maze Cultivators is about to run out! If we don’t import from other sects immediately, we’ll run out of food to trade for underground resources! This is a diplomatic issue related to treaty violations!”

It was like doomsday as depicted in prophecies.

The grand sect with a history of thousands of years was in danger.

It wasn’t because there were many thieves embezzling the sect’s property.

There was only one thief, Ryu Seoran.

Hostile sects, feeling threatened by Ojukmun’s youngest decision-making ceremony, had cursed them this way.


They had said the hasty decision-making ceremony would fail and it would take hundreds of years to recover from the losses.

Their earnest curse was only half correct.

Seoran succeeded in the decision-making ceremony lightly.

But in return, Ojukmun was on the brink of bankruptcy.

The scheduled rise of the sect was a matter for the distant future, but the bill on the verge of default was right in front of them.

The members of the finance department were not at fault.

They had actually proven themselves to be elites.

With near-miraculous juggling of funds, they had delayed the ruin of Ojukmun beyond the expected time.

Of course, they couldn’t delay it forever.

So Seoran’s puppet development funds, which had never even been seen, evaporated for the reasonable reason of budget shortages.

Even if it was unfair, there was nothing that could be done.

If anyone asked where all the money went, the finance department people would surely point at Seoran.

Ojukmun, only a few months away from declaring bankruptcy.
*****
Petty thieves steal gold and silver from warehouses.

But true thieves bring ruin to nations.

The greatest thief of all time, Ryu Seoran, who had driven the grand sect to the brink of collapse, couldn’t sleep through the night.

The faces of the dear members of Ojukmun kept appearing in her mind.

What if the sect really goes bankrupt?

Will we all be scattered?

What about my vow to repay the sect by rising to the top?

In the end, she didn’t sleep a wink until morning.

But she couldn’t just stay still.

Seoran woke up Damcheong, who had been sleeping, and left Ojukmun.

She flew past the dueling grounds towards the northeast.

She arrived at the border and went through the departure procedures.

It wasn’t just about sucking the sect dry and fleeing to another country.

It was a move to earn foreign currency as the breadwinner of the family.

In a corner of the international market in the Suseon world, someone shouted.

“One earth attribute, one water attribute, step up!”

Seoran quickly stood up and shouted.

“Me!”

The labor market for cultivators was running as usual.
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A few years ago, when Seoran was still in the Qi Condensation stage, she participated in a friendship competition between cultivation sects.

It was through this event that she became close with Ho Hyemun and Geumyeongyeong.

There were four sects in total that participated in the competition.

In terms of relative prestige, they were as follows:

The rising star, Geumjagpa.

The powerhouse of tradition and history, Ojukmun.

These two sects led the competition.

Trailing behind but fiercely chasing was Yakmokpa, the sect that governed the Zhou Kingdom located northeast of the Yang Kingdom.

Yakmokpa was also the host of the Suseon World International Market.

A thousand years ago, the Yakmokpa cultivator Won Yeong-gi, with great foresight, planted a large number of spiritual herbs and trees.

This was an impressive act beyond the comprehension of ordinary people who fussed over short-term plans.

Although Won Yeong-gi passed away due to old age, the seeds he planted sprouted after several hundred years.

Cultivating useful spiritual herbs or trees takes at least several hundred years.

Without the favor of heaven, it could lead to the sect’s downfall.

However, if successful, the rewards were immense.

The dedication of Won Yeong-gi, who gave up his cultivation for the wood attribute and the patience of the sect members who grew the medicinal herbs for future generations, paid off.

With a strong alliance to fend off external threats, Yakmokpa, standing behind Geumjagpa and Ojukmun for hundreds of years, came to dominate the entire Western Continent’s medicinal ingredient market.

The fees generated from the international market were astronomical.

Every month, they sent a friendship fee to their soulmates, Ojukmun and Geumjagpa, strengthening their bond.

This is why Seoran and Damcheong could cross the border with just a single identity tag.

Border inspections were for outsiders.

Ojukmun and Yakmokpa were not strangers.

Seoran and Damcheong entered the market as smoothly as flowing water and headed straight to the labor market.

Then the awaited moment arrived.

“One earth attribute, one water attribute, step up!”

“Me!”

Seoran raised her hand enthusiastically.

The labor market fell silent.

Everyone had the same thought.

‘Who brought kids here?’

At first, they thought someone had brought their daughter.

Then, just to be sure, they used their spiritual sight.

Surprisingly, both the girl with the horns and the other girl had large inner cores in their dantians.

Again, everyone thought the same thing.

‘Why is a Decision Stage cultivator here?’

All the cultivators looking for work in the labor market were in the Foundation Establishment stage.

Qi Condensation cultivators couldn’t use spells, and Decision Stage cultivators usually only accepted designated requests.

Only Damcheong and Seoran, who were new to making money, didn’t know this common knowledge.

The woman recruiting cultivators hesitated and asked.

“What, um, attribute does this senior have?”

Using spiritual sight to observe spiritual power, attributes can be quickly identified.

Seoran’s power was of the Earth attribute, signified by yellow.

However, Damcheong’s power was a brilliant array of colors.

Seoran answered immediately.

“This person has mastered the Water attribute techniques!”

In truth, dragons have ambiguous attribute distinctions.

The mixed spiritual power of a dragon can substitute for all attributes.

Therefore, with spiritual roots, there are no attribute restrictions.

Damcheong was a case of a carp spirit evolving into a dragon.

As an aquatic creature, a carp spirit had Water roots.

Upon becoming a dragon, Wind roots were also gained.

For humans, Damcheong was a dual Water-Wind spiritual root.

If he succeeded in imbuing his dragon pearl with lightning, he would also gain Thunder roots.

Altogether, he would control rain, wind, clouds, and lightning.

A dragon with Water, Wind, and Thunder roots becomes invincible.

Such a dragon could easily defeat even Nascent Soul stage cultivators, being peerless under the heavens.

Yet, they couldn’t match the greatest thief in history.

Seoran stole the dragon pearl, preventing the dragon’s ascension, and single-handedly brought a great sect to the brink of ruin.

Who the next victim might be was unknown.

Perhaps even the ordinary Foundation Establishment cultivators in the labor market could be considered potential victims.

It was akin to a professional Go player suddenly entering a children’s beginner tournament.

An ecological disruptor appeared, making competition impossible.

The recruiter was conflicted but quickly made a decision.

The urgency left no time for thorough considerations.

With determination, the recruiter exclaimed.

“Alright! Both of you, come along!”

The destination was northern Zhou, and the task was canal repair.

*******

The Zhou Kingdom was a country with developed trade.

To the east was the sea, and to the west, plains.

Thus, there were many canals connecting rivers to the sea.

The problem began with a sea monster.

Whether from eating something wrong or just going mad, a gigantic marine creature charged onto land, damaging an important canal.

Although the incident was desperately covered up, the extensively damaged canal needed rapid repairs.

This urgency was why one of the repair supervisors was frantically seeking Earth and Water attribute cultivators.

“This is the canal that needs repair. Can it be done within two months?”

It was a desperate situation, with deadlines looming.

But she was fortunate.

She had encountered Seoran and Damcheong in the labor market.


Seoran calmly stated,

“I’m not confident.”

“The thing is…”

The recruiter wore a sorrowful expression.

“I’m confident!”

“Right!”

Seoran and Damcheong began the canal repair work. First, they removed the water from the canal.

“OF!”

With a shout and a gesture, Damcheong performed a miracle. 

The water that flowed in the canal rose and revealed the bottom.

The astounding part was that the liquid remained suspended in an arch, still flowing. The stream from upstream flowed like a rainbow in the sky, continuing downstream. 

This was a divine feat permitted only to the most powerful of spiritual beings, the dragon.

The recruiter was overwhelmed with admiration.

“You lifted the entire river into the sky!”

Next, it was Seoran’s turn. Seoran had mastered a technique called ‘Mountain Lifting and Earth Shaking Divine Art.’ The name, albeit exaggerated, described a technique that could lift mountains and shake the earth.

Seoran extended her index finger to point at the canal bed. 

As she flicked her wrist, the index finger pointed to the sky. The ground surface peeled off and floated into the air.

 This technique amplified even a small amount of spiritual power into a massive force. The golden core, larger than a dragon pearl, absorbed surrounding spiritual energy like a storm, converting it into spiritual power.

Seoran flipped the earth’s surface like a pancake.

The recruiter felt newfound piety.
“Is she a god?”

The massive project, which seemed tight even for two months, was completed.

The next day, Seoran, having finished the repair work, asked.

“So, how much spiritual stones do we get?”

The recruiter answered reverently.

“I will give you the entire two months’ construction cost.”

“If your schedule allows, could you repair the remaining canals as well? I will speak with other supervisors to ensure you receive the full construction cost for each.”

The goddess of civil engineering, Ryu Seoran, replied.
“Let’s go wherever I am needed.”

For the next month, Seoran traveled across the Zhou Kingdom. Canal repair supervisors, who welcomed the goddess of civil engineering, willingly offered all their repair budgets.

Seoran was indeed a god, having met the construction deadlines. Both the supervisors and Seoran were satisfied. She earned additional bonuses, becoming wealthy in spiritual stones.

Seoran’s mastery of the Earth Lifting and Shaking Divine Art grew significantly.

The news spread rapidly.

“I heard there’s a goddess of civil engineering in the Zhou Kingdom.”

Major sects planning massive construction projects flocked to the Zhou International Market.

They were eager to find out where the goddess of civil engineering would go next.

An auction was even held to determine the quickest order.

Behind the stage of the heated auction, Seoran and Damcheong were having a conversation.

“Damcheong-nim, are you really planning to donate everything like me?”

“Yes, what use do spiritual stones have for a dragon?”

“Damcheong-nim…”

“There’s no need for that expression.”

Seoran and Damcheong hugged, their bond growing stronger.

The most intense auction in the history of the International Market concluded.

All the proceeds, minus fees, were donated to the impoverished Ojukmun.

Over three hundred waiting numbers were sold.

Even if they completed one project every two days, it would take about two years.

Seoran felt like she had reenlisted.

But she could endure anything with Damcheong by her side.

“Come, unknown and vast world. I am no longer afraid, for I am not alone.”

Seoran and Damcheong stepped onto the stage.

It felt like a slave auction, but it wasn’t.

The participants clutched their number plates desperately.

They were not the owners; Seoran was.

The people who had paid were fervently hoping.

This was not an auction.

The fitting word for this scene was worship.

They were offering sacrifices and praying.

From this moment, Seoran was their deity.

The newly born goddess spoke softly.

“Lead the way to where I am needed.”

The devotees were overwhelmed with gratitude, and Seoran felt exhilarated.

She had never received such treatment as an earth-element cultivator.

Earth element was always overlooked, but here, she was special.

She was as popular as fire or water element cultivators.

It felt like she was a superstar, making this a West Continent World Tour.


It was time to return to being a great showgirl.

The civil engineering duo began their continental tour.

The grand journey ended sooner than expected.

Frequent earth-flipping made Seoran master the Earth Lifting and Shaking Divine Art completely.

A year later, they arrived at their final construction site: Geonnara, within the territory of Haeseonmun, adjacent to Ojukmun.
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Haeseonmun is east of Ojukmun.

Geumjakpa is north of Ojukmun.

And Yagmokpa is northeast of Ojukmun.

The four sects are geographically very close neighbors.

The fourth sect participating in the friendly competition, hidden until now, is Haeseonmun.

Originally, Haeseonmun was not at the level to share the table with the other three sects.

But there happened to be one spot left, and since they were neighbors, it seemed exclusionary to leave them out, so they included them.

It was like using a local connection among academic, regional, and blood connections.

However, for the inland sects Ojukmun and Geumjakpa, Haeseonmun was a precious source of marine resources.

They usually purchased sea salt and seafood.

Of course, it didn’t make a big profit.

The poor Haeseonmun just watched the auction with their fingers crossed and received the last number.

The commission was to build a small artificial island.

They wanted to try growing Yeongcho themselves.

Seoran, who was listening, asked.

“Why are you building an island to grow Yeongcho?”

“We plan to plant a lot of coral around the island. The Yeongcho we want to grow only thrives on coral reefs. This is what it looks like fully grown.”

A Haeseonmun investigator showed a picture.

Yeongcho was clinging tightly to the coral reef.

Seoran asked.

“But isn’t this seaweed?”

“Seaweed is also a type of grass.”

Satisfied, Seoran immediately started the construction.

Seoran had already mastered the art of building land and islands.

There was no need to lift a finger.

After circling the waters with his hands behind his back, an island emerged.

“Please send the Yeongseok to Ojukmun.”

“Understood, if we entrust it to Yagmokpyoguk for express delivery, it will be delivered quickly.”

Seoran, having completed the construction, headed to the meeting place.

In the past year, he had completed over three hundred commissions.

And the artificial island he had just finished was the last commission.

When he arrived at the uninhabited island, Damcheong greeted him.

“That was quick.”

As a cold-blooded animal, Damcheong was enjoying a sand bath with only his face exposed.

“It’s just building one island, nothing much.”

Seoran lay down next to him.

Using his earthen divine power, sand covered Seoran’s body.

It’s a pity there’s no sunglasses, but anyway, the investigator in charge wouldn’t get hurt just by looking at the sun.

The blazing sun, the sound of crashing waves, and a good friend.

From last summer to this summer, all he did was work.

Seoran and Damcheong had earned the right to relax.

Their summer vacation was just beginning.

Blue sky, beautiful beach, and fish heads.

Wait, fish heads?

Sensing a strange inconsistency that couldn’t be ignored, Seoran stood up.

And he witnessed a shocking scene.

Fish were walking around the beach on two legs.

Large, round eyes embedded in their fish heads.

Not just double eyelids, but no eyelids at all.

Covered in scales, with webbed hands and feet.

The uninvited guests disrupting their vacation were fishmen.

However, it seemed they hadn’t come intentionally.

Clearly flustered, exchanging hurried glances, the fishmen chose a representative to approach them.

The fishmen who approached slowly spoke.

“Um, this island is private property of our fishmen church. Could you please vacate immediately?”

Seoran was inwardly taken aback.

Whose island, whose land?

Could this be like the people who set up platforms in valleys and charge for using them?

He absolutely couldn’t back down.

“By what right are you driving us out!”

“By the right of the owner who bought the land deed from Haeseonmun.”

Seoran shouted loudly.

“We will vacate immediately!”

And he began to tidy up the sand where he had been lying.

Seeing this, Damcheong also stood up discreetly.

Thanks to that, his antlers were revealed above the sand.

The fishmen were shocked to see Damcheong’s antlers.

“That’s!”

“A, a dragon!”

“It’s a dragon!”

The fishmen representative, who was about to leave, stopped them.

“Wa, wait a moment!”

Seoran and Damcheong looked at him in confusion.

The fishmen, who had stopped them reflexively, hesitated.

Then he came up with an excuse with incredible quick thinking.

“Oh no, what a grave mistake I’ve made… Upon reconsideration, the property our church purchased isn’t this island. I must have been mistaken. I apologize for disturbing your rest.”

Even a child could see his attitude was suspicious.

“So we can stay here and relax?”

Damcheong asked, and the fishmen responded politely.


“Of course, of course. What right would we have to drive you out of an island that isn’t ours? On an uninhabited island, whose is whose?”

“Okay, got it.”

Hearing the response, Damcheong happily returned to the pit where he had been lying.

And he looked at Seoran with expectant eyes.

Seoran covered him with sand and asked the fishmen a question.

“Do you have any other business here?”

In a voice full of caution, the fishmen shook his head.

“Business? Not at all. We’ll be on our way.”

The fishmen entered the sea en masse.

But they didn’t leave the island.

Fish heads floating above the water were still watching Seoran and Damcheong.

For a moment, Seoran and the fishmen had a staring contest.

A fishmen with no eyelids and a resolute investigator.

The showdown, which wouldn’t end until one of them died of old age, was broken by the fishmen’s shout.

“Do you need compensation for the disturbance of your rest?!”

Seoran shouted back.

“No!”

After a moment of silence, the fishmen changed the subject.

“By the way, is your power of an earth element?”

When Seoran didn’t respond, the fishmen continued talking.

“An earth element, huh? What a coincidence. We happen to have a building that needs repair. The coral beams supporting the Dragon Palace have cracked. Isn’t that right, everyone?”

The fishmen beside him all agreed in unison.

“First Believer is correct!”

“It looked like it would collapse at any moment!”

“We need to repair it quickly!”

“Or else the Dragon Palace will fall apart!”

Damcheong, who was lying down listening, suddenly stood up.

“The Dragon Palace?”

Naturally, a dragon lives in the Dragon Palace.

Damcheong had never seen another dragon in his life.

He had spent his entire life in a cave lake.

The First Believer asked excitedly.

“Are you interested in visiting the Dragon Palace?”

Damcheong readily agreed.

“Yes, if it’s alright, I’d like to visit.”

“Of course, it’s alright! I’ll guide you!”

Seoran, worried, whispered to Damcheong.

“Are you really going to follow them? These fishmen look very suspicious. It’s obviously a trap. The Dragon Palace story is all made up.”

But Damcheong didn’t care much.

“So what if it’s a lie or a trap? What can the fishmen do to harm a dragon? If they deceive us, I’ll just punish them.”

Hearing that, it made perfect sense.

A dragon with a Yeouiju possesses mythical power.

Therefore, in the human world at least, it was invincible.

This was because all the stronger beings had already ascended.

Still, Seoran, feeling uneasy, spoke.

“Then I’ll go with you.”

“You said it might be dangerous?”

“How can I let Damcheong go alone to such a place? It’s safer for two of us to go if it’s a trap. If it’s not a lie, I get to see the Dragon Palace too.”

“Alright, let’s go together.”

Damcheong smiled and grabbed Seoran’s hand, pulling her along.

The waiting First Believer greeted them warmly.

“Are both of you coming? Great, then let’s set off immediately. We will go through the Celestial Sea Branch to reach the headquarters deep in the ocean. By the way, Brother, please go ahead and inform them. Make sure the preparations for the welcome are done.”

Seoran and Damcheong exchanged glances and then asked.

“Welcome preparations?”

“That sounds grand.”

The First Believer replied with a sly smile.

“Haha, we have plenty of gifts, so please look forward to it.”

The fishmen’s eyelidless eyes stared at them.

The messenger quickly arrived at the headquarters of the sect.

The Dragon Palace, built of beautiful coral, shone brilliantly in the deep darkness of the sea.

The messenger, upon entering the Dragon Palace, headed straight to the leader’s residence.

“Leader, urgent news!”

The leader, who was pruning a coral bonsai, asked.

“Messenger, your training is still lacking. A mindset as steadfast as coral is more important than one like seaweed drifting in the currents. So, what is the news this time?”

The messenger, panting due to haste, shouted.

“The Celestial Sea Patrol encountered a dragon! The dragon and their party are on their way to the depths, having accepted an invitation! We must complete the welcome preparations immediately, Leader!”

The surprised leader accidentally cut the cherished bonsai in half with his pincers.

“They accepted such a sudden invitation? It wasn’t forced by any disrespectful language, was it?”

The messenger replied, gasping.

“Us? Force a dragon?”

The leader quickly understood.

“Indeed, now that I think about it, that’s true.”

“The persuasion was handled by First Believer Honglin, who happened to be present.”

“Oh, she has done another great deed.”

As the leader admired, the messenger agreed.

“Yes, I saw it clearly with my own eyes. It was an amazing sight to see her gain trust with her excellent speech in an instant.”


The leader recalled the long hardships of the fishmen.

“Fortunately, it seems the gods have not abandoned our fishmen yet.”

The messenger, who had lived a hard life, was also overcome with emotion.

“Yes, that’s right.”

Being a fish, there were no tears.



 
  
    Chapter 50: Putting Our Heads Together – 4


Deep in the dark abyss, at the bottom of the sea,

A underwater city formed around the Dragon Palace.

The dazzling glow of coral adorns every direction, but lifting one’s head reveals the darkness of the deep sea.

A city of fishmen asleep in the depths.

Built against the backdrop of the boundary, pushing back the seawater.

A city of eternal darkness illuminated by unending light.

This luminous city was the headquarters of the fishmen Sect.

Seoran and Damcheong arrived at the heart of the Dragon Palace. Luxurious yet secretive, it was a hidden chamber.

Seoran scrutinized her surroundings with suspicious eyes.

A meal lavishly prepared with precious incense.

Could there possibly be poison in here?

No, poison is meaningless to dragons and high-ranking officials.

A giant statue made with top-grade luminous coral. Could there be an assassin hidden inside?

No, even if the whole city attacked, there would be no advantage.

What kind of conspiracy could this be?

The reception had begun, but detective Seoran never let her guard down.

And the awaited moment arrived.

The top devotee who introduced himself as Hongrin Fish began acting strangely.

While eating peacefully, he suddenly slipped something into Seoran’s sleeve.

Perplexed, she looked inside her sleeve and found a ingot.

It was Celestial Silver, one of the finest alchemical ingredients.

Impossible to obtain on the surface, it was a rare metal found only in meteorites fallen from the sky.

The existence of such a hefty ingot defied common sense.

Of course, the oblivious Seoran had no idea.

“Why did you put this in my sleeve?”

Hongrin Fish looked embarrassed.

“Put what? Me?”

“No, just now…”

Seoran was about to retort, but she closed her mouth.

There was no particular reason.

It was just that the opposite sleeve had also become heavy.

Turning her head, she noticed a nearby mermaid sitting casually, gazing into the distance.

Curious, she checked, and sure enough,

This time too, Celestial Silver greeted Seoran in ingot form.

It wasn’t pickpocketing but rather pocketing.

Seoran was so dumbfounded that she was at a loss for words.

She would have been less surprised if she had been stabbed in the side with a dagger.

Looking across, Damcheong seemed to be in a similar situation.

His sleeve was so full of odds and ends it looked like it might burst.

Suddenly, a gut feeling flashed through Seoran’s mind.

Could this possibly be bribery?

An exclusive venue, discreet entertainment, expensive-looking items.

Seoran’s left and right brains spread their wings of imagination wide open.

Seoran, who had started her repairs wanting to become an esteemed figure, stood up abruptly.

Then she shouted resolutely.

“What is the meaning of this! Take these bribes back immediately! I am not that kind of person!”

Ryu Seoran, a Hong Kong noir movie enthusiast, used her keen sense of smell to detect crime, conspiracy, and the lingering scent of blood.

In this situation, she had to firmly express her refusal.

The moment she succumbed to greed, she would be ensnared and manipulated by a cunning schemer.

That’s how it was in the movies Seoran had watched before.

The persuasive genius Hongrineo once again used her silver tongue.

“Bribes? Not at all. This is an advance payment. You promised to repair the coral beams earlier, didn’t you? It’s just that we handed it over in a somewhat inappropriate place due to urgency.”

Seoran immediately retorted.

“Then show me these damaged coral beams. Since you are worried, I’ll fix them for you. Right now.”

“Shall we? Let’s go.”

As Hongrineo took the lead, Seoran followed closely behind.

Her arms swung vigorously in sync with her steps.

However, Seoran’s sleeves, weighed down by the ingots, barely swayed.

As they walked through the coral-built Dragon Palace hallway, Hongrineo pointed to one of the beams.

“That’s the beam I was talking about.”

“You said it was about to collapse with cracks all over. Where exactly is it damaged?”

“Right there, right there. Look closely.”

Upon closer inspection, there were indeed minor scratches.

But a beam is not a space telescope.

Even a space telescope would likely ignore such fine scratches without repair.

With a year of civil engineering experience, Ryu Seoran judged that the beam could last another thousand years.

“It’s fine.”

Hongrineo humbly accepted the expert opinion.

“That’s a relief. We’re quite ignorant about construction. Let’s return to the banquet hall.”

Seoran, returning with a displeased expression, found a pile of neatly stacked silver ingots.

“And what is this? Another bribe?”

“It’s the remaining balance for the repairs.”

“What exactly did I fix?”

“My mistake, it’s a consultation fee.”

A truly formidable opponent indeed.

*********

After the meal, the group started their tour of the Dragon Palace.

Despite it being a Dragon Palace, there was no sight of a dragon.

Curious, Damcheong asked the leader beside him.


“Where is the dragon?”

The leader, pushing a cart full of bribes, responded.

“Aren’t you standing right in front of me?”

He said this while looking at Damcheong.

“I mean a dragon that lives in the Dragon Palace, not myself.”

“A dragon? There are no dragons in the Dragon Palace.”

Seoran retraced her memories.

Upon careful reflection, the fishmen had said they would show the Dragon Palace, but never mentioned that there was a dragon.

Damcheong, who had been expecting to see a dragon, got angry.

“Then why name it the Dragon Palace! A palace without a dragon!”

The leader responded with a sad voice.

“There used to be one. Not anymore…”

Then he began to recount the long and detailed history of the fishmen sect.

The story included their weak race, the dragon’s grace, the founding of their religion, and so on.

It was a short and entertaining story explaining how the fishmen came to dominate the deep sea.

“In that way, the fishmen sect achieved its current prosperity. But several decades ago, the Dragon God suddenly disappeared. The devotees of the sect, having lost their god, gradually began to fall into corruption.”

Having finished his story, the leader stared intently at Seoran and Damcheong.

Damcheong asked.

“So you want me to become your new god?”

“Yes, that is correct.”

“Why should I bother with such a troublesome task?”

The leader spoke.

“We will give you the now ownerless Dragon Palace.”

Damcheong responded immediately.

“Being a god doesn’t sound so bad!”

Seoran, startled, tried to dissuade Damcheong.

“Are you really going to do it?”

“Why not?”

“They might do bad things in your name…”

“Then I’ll just punish them.”

Since the person involved was fine with it, Seoran had nothing more to say.

The excited leader presented a contract.

It included clauses about maintaining dignity, rights to likeness, procedures for contract modification, and various other terms.

Through signing and affixing his seal, Damcheong became the Dragon God.

The leader, after making a copy to give to Damcheong, turned to Seoran and asked.

“What do you think about becoming a god, Monk?”

Seoran replied with an astonished face.

“I am not a dragon.”

But the leader did not stop his sales pitch.

“With such a great talisman, what difference does it make? If you don’t like the title Dragon God, another deity would be fine.”

“Does the sect need two gods?”

“Our fishmen sect is not strictly a monotheistic religion. We might as well become a polytheistic one now.”

“No…”

Seoran was getting confused.

Was this even a proper religion?

If they needed a god, did they recruit regardless of species?

Wasn’t this approach too flexible for a religion?

Honglineo continued whispering to Seoran.

“Monk, the fishmen sect needs a god. Please have pity on us and sign the contract. If you do so now, we will offer you immense irregular tributes in addition to the regular ones.”

It sounded like a home shopping ad promising an extra pot if you ordered now.

Seoran felt that signing this contract would be a bad idea.

She fiercely resisted.

“I will never become a god! Thinking about it, this means being tied to the sect’s fate! If the sect does something wrong, I’ll get blamed too! No way, I can’t trust a sect I just met today! Let go of me! Stop stuffing ingots into my sleeve!”

The negotiation master, Honglineo, took a step back.

When a big request is rejected, present a smaller one.

It was her foolproof tactic, known to all but still effective.

“In that case, how about a one-day trial?”

“One-day trial?”

“Yes, sign a short-term contract to live as a god for a day. If you don’t like it, you can withdraw the next day. Of course, you don’t have to return the signing bonus.”

Seoran agreed, albeit reluctantly.

It wasn’t that she was persuaded.

She just didn’t want to deal with more hassle by refusing.

Eventually, she signed a one-day trial contract that would automatically extend if not canceled within a few days.

She was confident she wouldn’t forget to cancel it.

She had long forgotten about the time she lost money for two years due to forgetting to cancel an OTT subscription.

Honglineo led Seoran to the treasure vault.

She took out a key and fiddled with it.

Before opening the door, Honglineo suddenly asked.

“So, how much should the signing bonus be?”

Seoran gave a rough answer to the question of how much.

“Just give me a reasonable amount, reasonable.”

“Understood.”

Honglineo opened the treasure vault.

What was stored there was not just mere wealth.

It was an overwhelming persuasive power that met the eye.

For a sect barely surviving a crisis, it was as precious as rain during a drought.

It was an elixir so potent that it would last beyond one’s prime if consumed sparingly.

Numerous rare materials needed for puppetry training.

First-class believer and treasurer, Honglineo, declared.

“From now on, all of this belongs to you, Monk.”

The greatest negotiator in the history of the fishmen sect, a genius of divine persuasion, a negotiator who never fails, Honglineo handed over the key to the treasure vault.

Seoran received the key politely.

The irreverent word “contract termination” was forgotten.


Tamcheong asked Seoran, who had returned as a god.

“Didn’t you say earlier that you’d be blamed if the sect did something wrong?”

“I, Ryu Seoran, am ready to bear the disgrace for the revival of Ojukmun!”

The fishmen sect had gained two gods.

Earth God Ryu Seoran and Dragon God Tamcheong.



 
  
    Chapter 51: Love Your Neighbor


Seoran, who had signed the contract, was worried.

What if the Fishmen Order committed evil acts?

Should she tolerate it because she received money?

Or should she punish them according to her conscience?

Fortunately, she did not fall into a moral dilemma.

New wine must be put into new wineskins.

A new doctrine was needed since a new god had appeared.

The Fishmen Order began a large-scale doctrinal reform.

Seoran, who was dressing with the help of the believers, asked.

“So, what is the content of the new doctrine?”

The leader answered politely.

“Great Earth Mother Goddess, please lower your words. All we need are the commands that the god gives us.”

Since becoming a god, the Fishmen Order’s attitude had changed.

They were so polite that it was confusing whether these were the same fishmen who used to freely put things in other people’s pockets.

Seoran spoke in an unfamiliar commanding tone.

“What is the new doctrine?”

“We cannot dare to decide the doctrine. We only record the voice that the god delivers in the scriptures. During the Dragon God ritual that is being held, whatever the two of you say will become the new doctrine of our order.”

Seoran, wearing a coral crown on her head, asked.

“What if I tell you to walk around with shoes on your head instead of a hat?”

The leader answered.

“Then it will be so.”

Seoran, wearing a ceremonial jade necklace, asked again.

“What if I tell you to abandon your homeland and go live in the desert?”

“We will follow that too.”

Seoran showed a slightly perplexed expression.

Were they really this obedient to a newly worshipped god?

What if they served an evil god?

Wouldn’t they face extinction if things went wrong?

It was difficult to understand from a human perspective.

But listening to the leader’s explanation, she understood.

For the Fishmen, this was normal.

Some fish species drive away predators by forming groups.

The Fishmen were no different.

For them, division meant death.

After meeting a benevolent dragon, the Fishmen prospered.

They willingly devoted their entire race to their savior.

Faith was permitted, and the Fishmen Order was born.

The previous Dragon God was a responsible god.

He did not oppress the Fishmen nor abuse the order.

Thanks to his benevolence, the western sea was peaceful.

The Fishmen faithfully followed the will of the Dragon God.

It didn’t matter whether he was an easy god to serve.

Even if the Dragon God had been an evil god who committed atrocities, the Fishmen Order would have obeyed unconditionally.

The Fishmen stayed quietly in the deep sea because that’s what the god wanted.

If the god pointed to the land, the entire race would willingly march forward with spears and swords. Even if the god ruled tyrannically and slaughtered the Fishmen, they would not hold him accountable.

That was the faith of the Fishmen.

Seoran, slightly overwhelmed, asked.

“So what was the contract about? Things like the dignity maintenance clause and the procedure for changing contract terms?”

“A contract is merely a formality. And there is nothing in this world that can bind a god. Except for decisions made by the god himself.”

Fish are cold-blooded animals.

Fish cannot regulate their body temperature on their own.

And the same applied to the Fishmen.

The Fishmen were not defined by themselves.

Since meeting the previous Dragon God and gaining faith, they had become entirely the property of the god.

Therefore, the future of the Fishmen also depended on the new god.

The Dragon God Festival approached.

********

The Dragon God, who seemed to reign forever, disappeared. To the Fishmen, it was a shock as if the world had collapsed. For decades, the order that lost its god was in disarray.

And there was a demon that sought out places in chaos.

Hearing the news, Manyeongchung came to the underwater city and immediately donned the guise of a Fishman.

It was to pour oil on the burning disorder.

The agitator joyfully shouted today as well.

“The Dragon God has left! He abandoned us Fishmen and ascended alone! Doing good deeds, working diligently, loving our families, and worshiping the god! All the teachings the Dragon God gave us were worthless! There is only cruel cold in the world!”

A devout old man in the crowd shouted.

“That’s not true! The god would never abandon us! I have seen the Dragon God with my own eyes! He is not someone who would throw his followers away without a word!”

The agitator pointed at the old man and shouted.

“Nonsense! The Dragon God has already left for the sky! He abandoned us! We Fishmen can no longer serve a god!”

The crowd, stirred up by the agitator, began to murmur in unison.

“No! There must have been some reason! A compelling reason why he couldn’t return to us!”

“What unavoidable reason? He just abandoned us! Or did the Dragon God die on the surface? Who could possibly kill a Dragon?”

Some enthusiastically agreed.

“Exactly!”

The bent old man pleaded in a feeble voice.

“No, that’s not true…”

But fewer and fewer Fishmen listened to the old man’s fading words.

A man spoke up.

“Come to think of it, saving money is pointless! The Fishmen Order is finished anyway! I might as well enjoy my last gamble with this money! I’m heading to the casino right now!”

The woman next to him felt the same.

“I’m going to run away! I’ll go somewhere no one can find me and live freely! It’s a great idea, I’ll pack my bags today!”


Even the children chimed in.

“I’m going to become a drug addict when I grow up!”

“I think being a robber sounds good!”

“I, I will…”

“You and I can become a con artist duo!”

“Deal!”

The devout old man was horrified by the darkness that tainted society.

“Children, you mustn’t… Losing faith means death… I’ll read you a really fun and instructive scripture…”

The ringleader boy retorted.

“Hey, old man. Who listens to such boring stories these days?”

The future of the Fishmen was turning dark.

The agitator, Manyeongchung, disguised as a Fishman, felt elated. He was manipulating the emotions of the powerful Fishmen.

Just then, a Fishman ran out from an alley and shouted.

“The Order’s official announcement is out! They’re holding the Dragon God Festival this afternoon!”

The Dragon God Festival was a ceremony to honor the Dragon God. The Fishmen immediately understood its significance.

The Dragon God had returned.

The darkened hearts of the Fishmen were instantly purified.

The man who planned to go to the casino shouted.

“It’s the Dragon God, after all! I believed all along! What gambling? I should use this money for my children’s education!”

The woman who had decided to run away rushed home.

“I need to tell my parents this great news! Father, Mother, just wait a bit! I’ll be filial starting today!”

The children who almost became criminals begged the old man.

“Elder, please read us the instructive scripture!”

“Yes, I want to be a devout believer too!”

“Ah, I already feel my faith swelling!”

The devout old man straightened his bent back. His iron-like muscles and sturdy build swelled with newfound faith.

Instantly rejuvenated, the old man shouted in a hearty voice.

“What admirable faith from young people! Good, boys and girls, follow me! Let’s learn and praise the beauty of faith together!”

Manyeongchung, who had been stirring up trouble, shouted in dismay.

“Why is everyone acting this way?! It’s just that the Dragon God has returned! What if he leaves us again?”

The crowd’s gaze turned suspicious.

“Aren’t you happy that the Dragon God has returned?”

“What’s going on? Has he gone mad?”

“Is he not one of us?”

Manyeongchung threw off his disguise and said,

“Well, I’ve been found out!”

The hidden agitator’s true identity was revealed. Similar events were happening all over the underwater city.



The Dragon God Festival, held for the first time in decades, was truly grand.

Wearing beautiful coral crowns, Damcheong and Seoran sat in a high palanquin and paraded down the long avenue.

The Fishmen cheered, scattering pretty shells, conchs, and glowing corals.

The crowd, constantly shouting their welcome to the new gods, reached a giant altar.

The palanquin bearers ascended the steep steps and placed the palanquin, with Seoran and Damcheong inside, at the highest position of the altar.

As the lavish palanquin settled, hundreds of musicians played their instruments in unison.

The highlight of the Dragon God Festival, the public Q&A session, began.

The High Priest, kneeling halfway up the steps, loudly addressed the gods.

“Dragon God, Earth Mother! Earth Mother, Dragon God! This humble being dares to seek your guidance on behalf of our race! Please take pity on us and let us hear your voices! What values should the Fishmen Order pursue from now on?”

It was a heavy question that determined the fate of the race.

Damcheong recalled his long-standing dilemma.

The Dragon’s eyes could discern truth from lies.

But no matter how mighty a dragon was, it couldn’t look at itself with its own eyes.

In the end, he couldn’t find an answer this time either.

The Dragon God spoke.

“I don’t know.”

The Fishmen remained silent.

But inwardly, they were all terrified.

It was an unexpected answer.

Teaching them to follow the way of heaven was acceptable.

Harsh commands that treated them as mere tools were also acceptable.

If the gods wished, the Fishmen Order could willingly turn black or white.

But gray, hesitation, was unacceptable.

As the Fishmen sank into despair, Seoran thought.

Seoran wasn’t well-versed in philosophy or faith.


But she knew what she wanted for herself.

So, after a brief contemplation, she gave her answer.

The Earth Mother spoke to her followers.

“Love, what we must pursue is love.”

The god redefined the Fishmen.



 
  
    Chapter 52: Love Your Neighbor – 2


The Dragon God Festival ended successfully.

However, the Fishmen Order remained busy.

They needed to produce planned merchandise as soon as possible.

“You plan to make and sell statues and portraits?”

The High Priest answered Seoran’s question politely.

“Yes, exactly. Here are some prototypes for you to look at.”

Seoran first examined the statues.

They were delicate works made of glowing coral, each about the size of a palm.

There were two types: one of the Earth Mother and one of the Dragon God.

To Seoran, they looked very much like figurines.

After setting the statues down, she looked at the portraits.

The portraits were encased in small stone frames.

Like the statues, there were two types.

The frames had folding stands, allowing them to be displayed upright.

Seoran asked,

“Do many followers buy these kinds of items?”

“Absolutely, we can’t keep them in stock.”

“Did you sell them during the previous Dragon God’s time as well?”

“Yes, we did.”

“Then it shouldn’t be a problem. You don’t need my permission to sell these items in the future. Proceed as you see fit.”

Seoran answered nonchalantly.

She was busy signing documents these days.

For the record, Damcheong was on a hiatus, exploring the Dragon Palace.

The High Priest, having received permission to sell the merchandise, withdrew.

The goods went on sale the very next day.

As the store opened, Fishmen followers who had lined up since the previous day flooded into the shop.

An employee standing next to the piles of new merchandise asked,

“What would you like to buy?”

“I’d like two portraits and two statues of the Dragon God, and two portraits and two statues of the Earth Mother!”

“Please bow here.”

After paying, the customer moved to a nearby cushion.

With a reverent heart, they bowed deeply.

The employee handed over a well-packaged box.

The customer carefully carried the box home.

“Next.”

The next Fishman in line spoke immediately.

“I’ll take five of each, please!”

“I’m really sorry, but on release day, each person is limited to two items.”

“I suppose I have no choice… Then please give me two of each.”

“Yes, understood. Please bow here.”

Payment, one bow, receipt of the box, quick return home.

The customer hurried home as quickly as possible without shaking the packaged box.



While playing the role of a god, autumn arrived. However, the wave of love did not easily subside. On the contrary, the rates of marriage, birth, and sea temperature all soared, threatening to turn all the corals white. It was then that Seoran threw cold water on the situation—not because she was worried about coral bleaching, but simply because she missed seeing the faces of the Ojukmun family.

“I think it’s time for us to go home,” Seoran said.

The Fishman acolyte asked, “But aren’t you already in the Dragon Palace?”

“I mean the land,” Seoran clarified.

“Gasp!” The Fishman acolyte was horrified by the bleak reality. Seoran also felt uneasy. From the perspective of the Fishman Order, they would be waiting endlessly for gods whose return was uncertain. However, neither Seoran nor Damcheong could stay in the Dragon Palace forever for the sake of the Fishmen. While Damcheong lived as she pleased, Seoran had a life goal of becoming the champion of Ojukmun. Seoran began to ponder.

If she returned to the land without a proper alternative, it would be akin to eating and running with the tributes offered by the Fishman Order. Conversely, if she stayed in the depths and continued playing god, it would mean she was eating and running with the support Ojukmun had provided. It was an extreme dilemma where any choice would make her an ingrate.

Unable to decide, Seoran asked the acolyte, “Where is Damcheong?”

“Excuse me?”

“Where is the Dragon God?”

This time, the acolyte understood. “She is in the collection room.”

“Got it.”

Damcheong was currently engrossed in the collection left by the previous Dragon God. Seoran headed to where Damcheong was. She intended to discuss the return issue together.

The Dragon Palace was great, but its complex structure was problematic. Meeting someone shouldn’t be this hard. Huh? Meeting someone?

Seoran stopped in her tracks. She had a brilliant idea.



Seoran quickly gathered Damcheong and the high-ranking officials of the order and briefly explained her plan. Listening attentively, Damcheong asked on behalf of everyone, “So you’re saying we should have the Fishmen come to us?”

“Precisely!” Seoran affirmed.

A pilgrimage was the brilliant idea. Seoran and Damcheong would return to Ojukmun for now. The Fishman Order, in turn, could organize pilgrimages to the Dragon Palace, allowing the faithful to seek them out periodically. This way, they maintained their divine presence while fulfilling their other obligations.

The high-ranking officials, including the acolyte, were amazed and pleased with the idea. This arrangement allowed the Fishman Order to sustain its connection with the gods without requiring Seoran and Damcheong to remain in the depths permanently.

With this plan set in motion, Seoran and Damcheong prepared to return to the land, leaving the Fishman Order with a structured way to maintain their divine reverence.

“May your journey be blessed, gods!” the officials and acolytes bid them farewell.

Seoran, feeling a mixture of relief and anticipation, looked forward to reuniting with her family and fulfilling her goals, all while keeping her promise to the Fishmen.

Instead, the essence of the plan was for the fishmen sect to regularly visit Ojukmun.

In that case, Ojukmun would become a holy site, and the fishmen visitors would become pilgrims.

This way, Daemo-shin and Yong-shin wouldn’t have to make periodic visits to the distant undersea palace in the deep sea.

And the fishmen sect wouldn’t have to suffer from the endless waiting in the absence of their gods.

It was the best solution to satisfy everyone.

Damcheong raised an objection.

“But wouldn’t it be the fishmen who suffer from the pilgrimage?”

“Damcheong-nim, you still don’t know the fishmen very well.”

“Me?”

“Yes, please look behind you.”

Damcheong obediently turned his head.

And he was astonished.

The high-ranking officials of the fishmen sect, who seemed to be on the verge of death from sorrow, were smiling brightly.

“We get to go where the gods are?”

“Whenever we want?”

“What do I do, I can’t breathe…”


“A pilgrimage… sounds so exciting.”

Even a tough journey was just new content for them.

But Damcheong still didn’t stop his objections.

“Th-then, what about the means of transportation? fishmen can’t survive out of water for long, and they must avoid the eyes of commoners full of the mundane world.

How will they travel that long distance from the sea to Ojukmun without getting caught?”

“They don’t need to walk.”

“Then do you mean they will swim?”

“Yes.”

Just as Damcheong was about to argue further, he suddenly closed his mouth.

Swimming across the vast land… Something he had recently become accustomed to came to mind.

“Could it be, a canal?”

Seoran nodded.

The plan was simple.

They would build a canal from the eastern coast of Geon-nara.

It would go straight to the mountains near where Ojukmun was located.

The fishmen sect would simply swim along the canal that traverses the land until they reached their destination.

This would solve all the problems.

The fishmen wouldn’t dry out during their pilgrimage.

There would be plenty of water in the canal.

There would be no worry about being seen by commoners.

They would travel along the bottom of the canal.

It was truly a perfect plan.

The fishmen sect began to joyfully make plans.

‘Operation: Holy Pilgrimage

Starting Point: Undersea city where the fishmen sect headquarters is located


Waypoint: Geonnara governed by Haeseonmun

Destination: Holy site Ojukmun located in western Yangnara

Means of Transportation: Canal’

The fishmen, who had been dormant in the deep sea, awakened.
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Seoran, Damcheong, and a few fishmen came ashore.

They intended to request cooperation for the canal construction from Haeseonmun.

From the start, Geonnara had no decision-making power.

The representative listened to Seoran’s grand ambitions and responded.

“That might be a bit difficult.”

It was a diplomatic way of saying no.

The result was as expected.

Building a canal through the center of Geonnara?

It would be like splitting the country in half.

No rational leadership would agree to it.

The fishmen sect, which had maintained some exchanges with Haeseonmun, knew their negotiation counterpart well.

They had anticipated this situation and prepared a countermeasure.

At the leader’s signal, Hongrin-eo stepped forward.

The master negotiator whispered into the representative’s ear.

“Think about it. If there were a canal leading to Yang-nara, how many trade ships would pass through Geonnara? Yang is a great nation. Naturally, the production and consumption of goods there are beyond imagination. Once the canal is opened, all that massive logistics will certainly pass through the sea. And who will benefit? Wouldn’t it be Geonnara?”

The slightly tempted representative regained their composure.

“I understand that Geonnara would benefit. But what’s impossible is still impossible. Our Haeseonmun doesn’t have the capability to build such a massive canal.”

This response was also within expectations.

“Why would Haeseonmun build the canal? Just pretend to oversee the construction using common laborers. For our Great Earth Mother, such civil engineering work is incredibly easy. You must have heard of the god of civil engineering at least once, haven’t you?”

The representative swallowed dryly.

“Yes, as a member of Haeseonmun, I’ve heard about it. An artificial island appearing in the blink of an eye in the vast ocean…”

Hongrin-eo drove the final nail into the negotiation.

“Of course, that’s not all. We must also fill Haeseonmun’s coffers, not just benefit mundane nations. Our fishmen sect is not an ungrateful group.”

“Then, perhaps?”

“Yes, we will pay a toll every time our fishmen pass through the canal. How about paying with spiritual stones? They’re just stones to us, but they’re precious resources for practitioners, aren’t they? As you know, there are plenty of spiritual stone veins in the deep sea. Are there still any difficulties left?”

The representative smiled brightly.

“Not at all.”

The fishmen negotiation team reached a satisfactory agreement with the representative.

After leaving Haeseonmun, Seoran asked.

“Damcheong, why are you still carrying that censer?”

Damcheong, who had been cherishing a censer since that morning, replied.

“This censer is a Dharma treasure.”

“What is a Dharma treasure? Is it similar to a Dharma tool?”

“You really don’t know anything, do you? A Dharma treasure refers to a miraculous item crafted by an immortal. It’s almost insulting to compare it with a mere Dharma tool made by a practitioner.”

“An immortal? Then, it was made in the celestial realm?”

“You’re asking the obvious.”

“Then why is it on the earthly realm?”

“Occasionally, these things happen. Items from the celestial realm fall into the human realm through dimensional rifts.”

Seoran scrutinized the dented censer closely.

It still looked like a cheap antique.

But after hearing Damcheong’s explanation, it felt like a dignified masterpiece rather than a shabby piece of trash.

Then Seoran, growing curious, asked.

“Where did you find such a precious treasure?”

“I found it in the collection room of the previous Dragon God.”

“Then, where did the previous Dragon God find it?”

Damcheong answered nonchalantly.

“Well, he probably picked it up from the sea.”

No other explanation came to mind.

Seoran became intensely interested in the censer.

“Why did the previous Dragon God leave such a treasure behind when he ascended? If it were me, I would have taken it no matter what, even if I had to swallow it.”

Damcheong agreed.

There was initially no reason to refuse. 

Ojukmun immediately embarked on a large-scale project. 

Upon doing so, Geum Jungpae, who was still at Ojukmun, caught a sweet scent.

He wandered near the headquarters and asked his new friend, 

“Chief monk, anything new?”

“Oh, they’re planning to build a canal from the sea to this area. They’ll collaborate with the fishmen sect continuously.”

The Chief Monk casually informed him. It wasn’t a confidential matter, after all.

Geum Jungpae easily obtained undisclosed information.

A few days later, envoys from Geumjakpa visited. There was one issue: since they were making a canal, they proposed extending it all the way to the Kingdom of Kyo.

In return, they offered to assist in the construction.

Geumjakpa, specializing in golden-earth attributes, offered their help, so Ojukmun readily agreed.

Eventually, the indigenous leaders of Geumjakpa became busy.

Then, a detective from the Yaekmokpa asked while staying in the Geumjakpa.

“Hey, what’s going on?”

The Geumjakpa detective replied without much thought.

“Oh, that’s it.”

A few days later, envoys from Yaekmokpa visited Ojukmun. They asked us to join their plan while offering tax-free privileges at the International Market for Navigation.

One honey pot with many bears putting their front paws in it.

Strangely, the honey inside increased more and more.

The bears became even more delighted.

As a result, the canal length became longer than originally planned.

Starting from the sea, the canal was to pass through Ganara, Yangnara, Kyo, and Junara in order before returning to the sea.

It was a super-large canal that traversed four countries.

The worldly kingdom welcomed it.

*******

Wangdo’s liaison and animal enthusiast, also a skilled monk with mild kleptomania, spoke to Yangwang.

“Do you understand the message?”

Yangwang asked with a bewildered face.


“Are you saying to design a canal?”

“That’s right.”

“Is it a massive project that connects from the eastern border through the central-western part of Yangnara to the northern border?”

“Exactly.”

“Will it be done by this year’s harvest?”

“If you understand, why do you keep asking?”

Yangwang gave a subtle nod to the assistant beside him.

One of the advantages of being a monarch is the power to delegate tasks one doesn’t want to do personally to others.

If it’s unfair, then one can become a monarch oneself.

The assistant nudged the skilled monk reluctantly.

Here’s the translation with a blank line after each paragraph:

“However, Chief Investigator, it’s early autumn now. Starting construction by harvest time is very tight. Designing such a massive canal that spans the country requires a lot of work. You’ll need to conduct site surveys and various measurements and calculations.”

The Chief Investigator nodded understandingly. Yangwang and his deputies’ expressions brightened. But their wishes were never fulfilled.

The Chief Investigator replied calmly, “Alright, you’ll have your hands full. Anyway, have the design completed before harvest. I’ll visit again then.”

With that, he flew off to his own home.

Noblesse oblige loosely means having obligations appropriate to one’s high social status. There’s no such thing as a free lunch in the world.

It turned out well this time. Today’s lunch, Yangwang and his deputies enjoyed a lavish banquet with delicacies from mountains and seas.

Now it was time to pay the bill.

But the lofty ambitions of monks who lived for centuries were too burdensome for criminals.

Yangwang, who had just finished a meal with fifty side dishes, asked his assistant, “Is the civil engineering under your jurisdiction?”

The assistant promptly replied, “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Assistant, are you present here?”

The assistant stepped forward and replied, “Here I am, Your Majesty.”

“I hope you’ve been paying attention to this matter. Can I trust you, Assistant?”

“Yes, Your Majesty…”

“Good. Discuss the budget issue with the Treasurer.”

The assistant returned to the office and summoned all the subordinates.

“Gather craftsmen needed for canal design, surveying, construction—anything necessary. Right now.”

An aide asked, “How many should we gather?”


“All of them.”

“But that would mean the budget…”

The assistant declared firmly, “It’s fine. Yang is a great nation.”

As with all things in the world, the best way to shorten the time required was to pour a lot of money into it.

Similar events were happening simultaneously in Geon, Kyo, and Jun.
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Shinsun, the immortal flying through the clouds.

Even ordinary criminals in the mortal world knew what Shinsun was.

But few took it seriously.

It was dismissed as just one of countless legends handed down from ancient times.

Thanks to the cooperation between the Monastic Faction and the ruling class of the mortal world.

They hoped criminals would remain ignorant of the Monastic Order.

Of course, there was no ill intent.

It was simply a consideration not to worry about irrelevant matters.

Criminals didn’t need knowledge about the Monastic Order.

If they had potential, they could learn after becoming monks.

Conversely, if they didn’t, it would be useless information.

Breaking traditional worldviews, such forbidden knowledge could confuse society.

This secrecy had begun since the High Ages.

Naturally, Yangnara had to adhere to these principles.

It would be problematic if monks flocked to hastily construct canals.

How chaotic would criminals be if a canal suddenly appeared near their village?

Ultimately, there was only one solution from the beginning.

As soon as harvest time came, the kingdoms of the mortal world began mass recruiting construction workers.

Those who had been sitting at home, weaving baskets, were amazed.

“Wait, we get paid this much for just a day’s work?!”

“But why are they suddenly building a canal?”

“Hey buddy, is that really important right now? Let’s hurry up and go apply before all the spots are filled!”

“Come to think of it, you’re right!”

When the rumor spread, applicants flocked like clouds.

Each worker arrived at the construction site with a hoe in hand.

It was truly an empty field.

When the supervisor signaled, the foremen shouted.

Even the young men who came from nearby villages worked hard digging holes as directed by the foremen.

They had resolved to work hard for several months to save up for marriage.

One young man dug until noon and ate lunch.

Then he worked again according to instructions.

“Stop work, stop work!”

“Today’s work is over! Those who completed their shift extensions first, collect your wages and go back!”

The sweaty young man received his wages and returned to his lodging.

He was too tired to eat a proper dinner and simply lay down.

As soon as he closed his eyes, it was morning when he opened them again.

The young man hurriedly went back to the construction site.

“Safety is good! Safety is good!”

Arriving promptly, the energetic young man shouted slogans before going back into the hole he had dug yesterday.

Then, he suddenly noticed something strange.

“Did I dig this deep yesterday?”

Until the end of yesterday’s work, it had clearly been only about waist-high.

However, when I came back today and looked again, I couldn’t see outside the hole at all.

I was too curious, so I asked the foreman who was supervising.

“Hey, doesn’t it seem like the hole is deeper than what we dug?”

The foreman, upon receiving my question, bluntly replied.

“Maybe our ancestors came and dug it deeper instead? Don’t talk nonsense and just dig. If you keep messing around, we’ll cut your wages in half.”

The young man, intimidated by the authority bestowed upon the foreman’s position, quietly resumed digging.

He immediately forgot the faint question that had been swirling in his mind.

His energy to worry also vanished due to exhaustion.

The answer to the young man’s question was simple.

After the smoke-clearing construction ended late at night,

A group of monks quietly appeared like thieves and began large-scale excavation using earth-based magic.

The monks who came secretly disappeared by dawn.

Only a much deeper hole remained than yesterday.

Externally, it was due to the efforts of the laborers.

In reality, it was thanks to the overtime work of the earth-based monks.

The large-scale canal construction that began after the harvest ended was finished just before the next planting season.

It was now spring.

*******

Lageum heard surprising news.

“You’re getting married?!”

Her friend chuckled awkwardly and nodded.

“Yeah.”

“Wait, who’s the other person? Do I know them too?”

“You probably don’t. They’re from the Geumjak Faction.”

“Oh, really? How did you two meet?”

“There’s been cultural exchange and commotion for a few years now. We met when they came to study abroad and got close through legal gatherings. I was concerned inside, but luckily, a matchmaker intervened.”

“The guy you were concerned about?”

Her friend replied shyly.

“Yeah, it’s really a coincidence.”

“I guess so!”

The friend who shared the news returned with a happy face.

Lageum also moved her steps and arrived at her destination.

Another friend he met at the entrance of the pharmacy rushed up to him.

“Lageum, did you hear the news?”

“What news?”

“Woo Sajeo got married this spring!”

Iagum exclaimed,


“Wow, and he swore he’d never get married?”

“They met someone while studying abroad.”

Lageum replied indifferently.

“Is that so?”

She wasn’t particularly interested in Woo Sajeo, so she didn’t pay much attention.

Lageum walked down the corridor of the pharmacy after parting with her friend.

Then she met another friend.

The friend brought up a very familiar topic.

“Iagum, did you hear the news?”

Iagum asked cautiously, “Why, did someone get married?”

“Huh? You already heard that Song Sahyung is getting married?”

“Through a matchmaker?”

“Yeah.”

“With whom?”

“She’s a Geumjak Faction student studying abroad. They say she’s a beauty.”

This news was similar to what she had heard before.

After a brief chat, her friend left.

Alone again, Lageum thought.

There seem to be a lot of people getting married these days.

Iagum reached the equipment room.

The alchemy master asked him, “Did you hear that news?”

A sharp intuition pierced through Iagum’s spine.

“Did someone arrange a marriage between a student studying abroad through a matchmaker?”

“You already heard? It’s Monk Im who’s getting married.”

It was the first time she heard about Monk Im’s marriage, but she had heard similar stories often.

Geumjak sect, studying abroad, matchmaker marriage.

Something seemed very suspicious.

Lageum immediately started gathering information.

Thanks to her extensive human connections, the process went smoothly.

Soon, she completed a list of people planning to marry.

Of course, even monks get married often.

But this was unusual.

Lageum found himself in a situation where she needed to learn teleportation magic immediately due to the densely packed schedule of her friends’ weddings.

Looking at the list, Lageum murmured,

“What on earth is going on?”

Thinking deeply, Iagum stood up.

She planned to ask someone who might know.

That would be Geum Yeongyeong, a friend of Seoran’s.

Geum Yeongyeong had rushed to the Eojuk Gate as soon as her outdoor restriction was lifted due to completing her assignment carelessly.

This time, she was staying at Seoran’s mansion.

It felt awkward to call him a Geumjak Faction monk by now.

Lageum climbed up and down the long stairs and arrived at Seoran’s mansion.

There, he noticed thick, billowing black smoke.

“Fire!”

Lageum hurriedly ran towards the mansion.

Lageum burst through the front door and noticed smoke billowing from a nearby building.

Upon opening the door, Iagum froze in place.

The room was thick with smoke.

Seoran, Damcheong, and Geumyeongyeong were gathered around a brazier, seemingly preparing something to cook.

******

Ryu Seoran, Damcheong, and Geumyeongyeong.

The trio, far from engaging in cooking, were clearly in the midst of a ritual.

In the warehouse of the former Great Dragon Warrior, Damcheong had found a brazier manual that claimed to refine souls.

Needing spiritual cultivation, Damcheong and Seoran, along with Geumyeongyeong, who wanted to study the manual supposedly made by the gods, came together in one room.

The three sat around the brazier placed in the center.

“How does this work?”

“Inject mana into it, and it will ignite itself.”

Seoran beside him demonstrated directly.

Grabbing the handle of the brazier, he injected the kinetic force into it, and a yellow flame spontaneously erupted from the empty brazier.

The fire burning in the air soon began to emit white smoke.

Geumyeongyeong suddenly felt her head clearing.

“Fascinating. What is it made of, and how does it work? Will it continue to burn without continuously injecting mana?”

Damcheong and Seoran shook their heads.

“No, it won’t.”

“If you don’t replenish mana, it will burn for a certain amount of time and then go out on its own.”

Geumyeongyeong asked, “Have you tried putting something other than mana into it?”

Seoran and Damcheong shook their heads.

Seeing their response, Geum Yeongyeong slapped her forehead.

“No, you should have experimented with that.”

Host Seoran sprang to her feet.

“Okay, I’ll bring something to burn.”

Seoran quickly went to the kitchen and threw a small box into the brazier.

Immediately, a very familiar smell wafted from the smoke.


 “What did you bring?”

“I brought tea leaves from the kitchen.”

“Tea leaves? Why?”

“I originally intended to bring firewood, but I couldn’t find any no matter how hard I looked. So, I brought the closest thing. It smells good, too.”

This time, Geum Yeongyeong stood up from her seat.
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Lageum immediately ventilated the room.

The acrid black smoke scattered with the spring breeze.

Lageum promptly questioned Seoran.

“Sister, what on earth is going on? And what’s with the relic? Isn’t it supposed to emit white smoke?”

Seoran stuttered her reply.

“No, um, well… there was a bit of a mistake during an experiment. It’s nothing major, so don’t worry about it.”

Lageum didn’t back down.

“What kind of experiment?”

“I was thinking of trying some fuel…”

“What did you put in it?”

“Uh…”

Lageum closed her eyes and focused on her sense of smell.

Having completed professional training for several years, Lageum’s sense of smell had long surpassed human limits. She could identify the names of herbs and the environments they were grown in with just her sense of smell. There was no hiding it.

The blind test grandmaster spoke.

“The main ingredient is firewood. And this, the smell of tea? Ah, tea leaves. Hmm, there’s a floral scent and an oily smell… it’s the candle I gave you as a gift, right? Why on earth did you put in a gifted candle?”

“That was because of Damcheong-nim…”

“This relic is an incense burner, not a heating stove. You can’t just throw anything in there. What if it breaks?”

“It’s not a prank, it’s curiosity…”

Lageum continued, ignoring Seoran.

“How old are you to be playing with fire like a child? You’re twenty-three now. It’s time to show some maturity.”

Twenty-six-year-old Geumyeongyeong, standing nearby, flinched.

“Some of my friends are already getting married…”

At that, Seoran asked in shock.

“What? Are some of your friends already getting married? Why so early?”

Lageum replied in disbelief.

“Most of them are twenty years old. If they were in the secular world, they’d already have two kids.”

“Huh?”

Seoran recalled a forgotten fact.

Of course, people age.

She had forgotten because she was surrounded by people who didn’t age.

“Lageum , are you three years younger than me?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Seoran was terrified.

Lageum is twenty this year?

The little girl who followed me around calling me sister?

Is no longer a baby?

Seoran shouted.

“Creepy! Who are you? I don’t know you!”

Lageum neatly ignored Seoran’s nonsense.

“Yeongyeong unni, do you know why there have been so many arranged marriages between our sect and the Geumjakpa sect recently?”

Geumyeongyeong answered.

“Marriage? Of course, I know.”

“Is there a particular reason for it?”

“Because Ojukmun and Geumjakpa are halfway to merging.”

A bombshell dropped.

********

The ascension process for Hwasingi masters is as follows.

First, go to the center of the world.

Surround yourself with a barrier that can withstand the pressure of ascension.

Pass through the hole in the sky.

If you safely reach the celestial realm, the ascension is a success.

The process of a dragon ascending to the heavens is quite similar.

On rare occasions, some fail the ascension due to heavenly tribulations, but generally, the process itself is straightforward.

However, if a Hwasingi master is not ascending alone, the calculations become significantly more complex.

When ascending with a sect, the Hwasingi master must bear an enormous burden alone. The more people and materials accompany the ascension, the exponentially higher the chances of failure.

There is always some risk in sect ascension, whether large or small.

Of course, one could selfishly abandon the grace and support received so far and ascend alone.

It’s difficult together but easy alone.

But what’s the point of ascending alone?

All Hwasingi masters from the mortal realm are Il-Yeonggeun holders.

As one-spirit root holders, they are idle individuals who have never done anything themselves their entire lives.

The vast majority can’t manage on their own.

Just as sects rely on Hwasingi masters for ascension, Hwasingi masters also need the sect’s help.

This applies not only to daily life but also to cultivation.

Even if they abandon the sect and ascend alone, they wouldn’t have the resources needed to reach the next level.

Ultimately, sect ascension itself is a constant.

The variable is how many people and materials to take along.

In other words, it’s necessary to find a balance between the total sum of human and material resources transported to the celestial realm and the increasing probability of failure due to accumulated burden.

Fortunately, the calculations are not overly complex.

Thanks to numerous pioneers.

In the end, the cultivation world succeeded in deriving an optimal value.

This resultant value then became the practical upper limit of a sect’s size.

If the sect is larger than this, the ascension will fail.

Or some members will be left behind in the mortal realm.

Sects heavily invest in Il-Yeonggeun holders.

Other cultivators dedicate themselves to the sect’s ascension.

This distorted structure can be maintained because everyone shares in the benefits.

If it becomes “you and me” instead of “all of us,” the Sudo sect will inevitably split.

In a closed society, internal strife leads to the end of the group.


An ultra-large sect that dominates the entire continent could never fundamentally be born.

But this is the story of ordinary people.

Suran had a gigantic golden elixir that rivaled a dragon’s pearl.

After complex calculations, the two sects reached a conclusion.

Ojukmun and Geumjakpa could ascend together.

*******

In the southwestern part of the Western Continent, wicked conspirators gathered.

They were all sects hostile to Ojukmun.

These were the ones who cursed and hoped for the failure of the decision-making ceremony.

Even though there were often hostilities among the members themselves, they united in the face of an unprecedented crisis.

A Hwasingi master appears from Ojukmun.

A supreme being descending to the mortal realm quietly ascends to the celestial realm?

There has never been such a case in the history of the cultivation world.

Ojukmun and Geumjakpa were founded thousands of years ago.

Back then, there were no Sudo sects in Yang and Gyo countries.

It’s easy to figure out why there weren’t any.

Before the previous Hwasingi master ascended, they annihilated all hostile sects.

They swept away the power structure that had maintained balance for thousands of years and reset the entire cultivation world of the Western Continent.

In an instant, most of the Western Continent became unclaimed territory.

Numerous sects were newly established.

The sects hostile to Ojukmun were terrified.

The death scheduled for hundreds of years later was now imminent.

Unstoppable destruction was approaching them.

Everyone was in an uproar.

“Let’s strike first instead.”

“That’s right, if not now, we’ll lose our chance.”

“We are seven, and they are only four.”

Those advocating a preemptive strike.

They wanted to sweep away the four-nation alliance of Ojukmun, Geumjakpa, Yakmokpa, and Haeseonmun.

“A full-scale war is too dangerous.”

“That young girl is still in her decision-making phase.”

“If we just assassinate her, they won’t be able to do anything.”

Those advocating an assassination plan.

The personal information of the Wonyeonggi masters, who had the potential to reach Hwasingi, was the highest secret of the Sudo sects.

However, in the case of Ryu Suran, due to the grand decision-making ceremony, everyone on the Western Continent knew about her.

“Let’s draw in the neutral Sudo sects.”

“They must be afraid too.”

“To minimize damage, we need an overwhelming advantage.”

Those advocating the expansion of the alliance.

Whether they opted for a full-scale war or assassination, they needed to bulk up on their side to avoid retaliation.

If they could win over the neutral sects, they could decisively kill Ojukmun, its allies, and Ryu Suran.

A massive war cloud loomed over the once-peaceful Western Continent.

Then, a messenger burst through the door.

“Urgent news! Ojukmun and Geumjakpa have formed a mega-alliance! The allied sects include Yakmokpa, Haeseonmun, and a dozen formerly neutral Sudo sects!”

The seven sects preparing for war were astonished.

The favorable situation had completely reversed.

Now, it was clear that the neutral sects would not join them.

They had lost without even fighting.

The great war that was to engulf the entire Western Continent vanished.

War was always a pointless endeavor for clumsy diplomats.

The seven sects hastily disbanded.

They vowed to keep today’s scheming a secret forever.

Geumjungpae was an expert in local civil engineering laws.

But his study of laws was merely an academic hobby.

His true expertise lay in diplomacy.

Geumjungpae, the chief diplomat of Geumjakpa, spoke.

“Oh, so they were plotting such schemes?”

The informant replied obsequiously.

“Yes, Geum master.”

Geumjungpae smiled and ordered his aide.

“Give him the promised reward.”

The aide handed an ivory box to the informant.

The informant hurriedly checked the contents of the box and couldn’t hide his excitement.

Greed overcame him as he barely managed to calm down and asked.

“Geum master, you don’t believe our sect was part of that meeting, do you?”

“Of course not, it was all intelligence gathering. Doubting such an excellent informant would be preposterous. Don’t worry.”

After the informant hurriedly left, the aide asked.

“Geum master, you don’t believe that lie, do you?”

“Isn’t it obvious? They betrayed us and joined the other side, and now that the situation has changed, they’re trying to crawl back to us.”

The aide couldn’t contain his anger and vented.

“That bat-like scoundrel! Geum master, I don’t understand. Even though trust is the most important virtue in diplomacy, why keep promises to such a small-minded person? He betrayed us first. No one would blame us for making him pay for his betrayal.”

Geumjungpae calmly responded.

“Even if the world doesn’t blame us, that petty person would surely hold a grudge. His sect would too.”

“Dare they? And even if we turn such a weak sect into an enemy, what could they possibly do?”

Geumjungpae didn’t scold his aide.

He, too, had such thoughts in the past.

What is unknown can be learned with time.

“People stumble not over mountains, but over small stones. If it’s a trivial matter to us, just laugh it off. Mercy is a privilege of the strong.”

The aide asked again.

“What if it’s not trivial?”

Geumjungpae answered with a broad smile.

“Still, keep laughing.”

The aide looked puzzled.

“What?”

Looking at his granddaughter, who still retained traces of her childhood, Geumjungpae spoke kindly.

“It’s enough to stop smiling after you’ve struck your opponent.”

As his granddaughter pondered, Geumjungpae left the room.

Today was truly a special day for him.

On the surface, a large joint wedding ceremony was being held.

But there was a deeper intent behind it.

Thousands of years ago, the once-weak Geumjakpa achieved its current glory solely through diplomacy.

A massive sect belonging to the top five powers of the Western Continent.

Lost in thought, Geumjungpae walked.

He hadn’t forgotten the teachings he heard as a child.

Always act honestly.

Willingly share profits.

Do not hesitate to purchase goodwill.

Love your neighbor.

These principles of Geumjakpa flowed in Geumjungpae’s blood.

Finally, he arrived at the plaza.

He saw the neutral sects that had joined the mega-alliance.

The countless fluttering banners each symbolized the diplomatic relations and trust Geumjakpa had built.

Geumjakpa would ascend with Ojukmun.

Inevitably, the three nations of Yang, Yu, and Gyo, along with numerous resources, would remain on the ground.

Geumjakpa used the territories and surplus resources of these three nations as leverage to continue protracted negotiations with the neutral sects.

The result was now before his eyes.

New couples were born out of love.

Alliance members sincerely blessed them.

For some reason, even the merfolk, attending as guests, cheered.


This scene was created by the principles upheld by Geumjakpa.

It was a truly moving moment for a diplomat.

Geumjungpae’s eyes welled up.

Love your neighbor.

Geumjakpa was not wrong.



 
  
    Chapter 56: Like a Flame


Seoran has been busy these days.

The finances of Ojukmun, which were at the edge of a cliff, have also improved.

It was thanks to the large-scale canal, the frequent trade between allied sects, and the tributes from the merfolk cult.

To the finance department, Ryu Seoran was a savior.

Relieved of the burden that her sect might collapse because of her, Seoran threw herself into training.

Seoran’s mornings are early.

She gets up at dawn and enters the sauna. It’s not for relaxation, but part of her training.

It’s not just any sauna but a treasure sauna. A small, enclosed space with only a chair and a treasure.

Closing the door and lighting the censer completes the sauna.

Through repeated experiments, it was discovered that the smoke from the censer could be absorbed through the skin.

This discovery was purely accidental.

Once, while inhaling the white smoke from the censer, Seoran got lost in thought and forgot to breathe. As a decision-stage monk, she wouldn’t die from suffocation, so she sometimes did this when not conscious of it.

Lying beside her, inhaling the smoke, Damcheong was horrified.

Usually, Seoran breathed through her nose, but the smoke from the censer was also being absorbed through her skin. Not like an amphibian, but through skin respiration.

Of course, it wasn’t because Seoran was a frog, but it was one of the inherent effects of the treasure.

Seoran and Damcheong immediately came up with a brilliant idea.

If the smoke could be absorbed through the whole body, it would be more efficient to use the censer in a confined space.

Thus, the treasure sauna was born.

Every morning, Seoran meditated in the sauna.

The temperature inside the sauna kept rising because of the burning flames in the censer, but as a decision-stage monk, she wouldn’t suffer from heatstroke. Her bare skin, with not a thread on, began to flush and sweat.

It was a bit embarrassing, but it was necessary to improve absorption efficiency.

After soul training and sweating, she would bathe.

She would dress up and have a late breakfast.

By the time the meal was over, Iageum would come and say,

“Sister, it’s time to take your medicine.”

It was a variety of medicinal herbs that Yakdang had diligently prepared.

Commonly associated with pills, there were powders to be mixed with water, thick decoctions whose ingredients were worrisome, and even ointments.

She diligently ate, drank, and applied her morning portion.

Seoran, smelling strongly of medicinal herbs, said,

“This is too bitter… can’t you make it sweeter?”

“You can’t just add or remove ingredients in medicinal herbs as you like. Just eat it with some sweets and endure it.”

In the end, she left the house today as well, sucking on some sweets.

It was time to play the role of the earth mother god for the merfolk cult.

Sitting quietly in the shrine, merfolk pilgrims would come to pay their respects one after another like conveyor belt sushi.

Seoran’s job was to sit upright, receive tributes, and give a few words of blessing.

It was somewhat like an idol’s fan signing event.

The top disciple constantly gave her reminders.

“The tribute must not exceed one-fifth of the income. If this is violated, the tribute cannot be offered for three months.”

A believer admired.

“I must work hard to become rich!”

Seoran, whose workday had ended, flew home.

Fatigue could not overcome the physical body of the decisive monk.

Now it was time to study puppetry before going to sleep.

As the Ojukmun emerged from the brink of bankruptcy, Seoran’s development support fund also returned.

In fact, it was like getting back the money she had earned.

However, if yours is mine, mine is yours too.

Seoran did not care about such trivial matters.

With abundant materials in her hands, Seoran repeatedly headed into the ground diligently.

It was the fate of a foolish person who chose an unpopular magic technique without anyone to teach her a single tip.

Naturally, the learning progress stagnated.

The calendar quickly turned over.

Winter, where the whole mountain range was covered in white snow.

Finally, change came to Seoran’s life.

The trigger for the change was simple.

Diligence without a day of rest.

People tended to neglect what they couldn’t see.

But just because one couldn’t see a particular concept didn’t mean it disappeared from this world.

The same was true for human mental strength.

The decisive stage was the transcendence of the physical body.

Wonyeonggi was the transcendence of the soul.

And Seoran was a decisive monk.

In short, unlike the already transcended physical body, the soul was still bound by human limitations.

It was like a child and an adult doing a three-legged race together.

The body, which was running hard alone thinking it wasn’t difficult, suddenly felt strange and looked beside it. Seoran’s spirit was in tatters.

The personified mind that appeared in her dream said to Seoran.

“You know, I don’t think I can do this anymore.”

Then it turned to ashes and disappeared.

Seoran continued large-scale construction work for a year without holidays to save the tilted martial arts sect. Her plans to enjoy a pleasant vacation at the summer beach were thwarted. She suddenly became the Earth Goddess of the mermaid sect and constantly stamped documents while Damcheong was on strike.

During that period, Seoran’s mind repeatedly experienced compound fractures and super-fast recovery.

But just as the elbow joint of a baseball player gets damaged with use, so does the human mind.

Even superhuman resilience had now reached its limit.

The fiercely burning inner flame fizzled out.

Seoran, waking up in the morning, muttered to herself.

“I won’t do it either.”

Seoran’s eyebrows formed an inverted V.

Mental training? I’m tired of it, no more!

Pill consumption? Why should I take something that doesn’t even taste good!

“Playing god? I’m quitting that too!

Puppetry? I hate unconventional magic techniques!


Absolute strike declaration.

It was a situation commonly called burnout syndrome.

In the refinement world, it was elegantly referred to as ‘mental demons.’

But in informal settings, people more often used the term ‘decisive stage illness.’

Ryu Seoran had fallen into darkness.

A state of emergency was declared throughout the entire Ojukmun.

*******

The fall of a promising genius.

It was a serious matter involving the fate of the sect.

The leadership of Ojukmun was immediately convened.

In a grave atmosphere, someone spoke up.

“First of all, it seems certain she’s fallen into mental demons, right?”

“It appears so.”

“But what exactly is the nature of her mental demons? There are various types.”

“Well, it’s what people commonly refer to as decisive stage illness.”

An erudite person well-versed in mental demons explained.

“It’s an illness that diligent practitioners often experience. It occurs most frequently at the decisive stage, with the main reason being the dissonance between the mind and body. It’s more accurate to say that the problem arises because the mind can’t keep up with the body.”

A nearby monk asked.

“Dissonance between the mind and body?”

“Yes, that’s correct. Upon reaching the decisive stage, the body transcends its limits. No matter how much one trains, the body doesn’t get tired, so they just keep going without stopping. Furthermore, the situation worsens when they focus on mental training to reach the state of Wonyeonggi.”

“Ah, I understand. So it’s a problem that arises because a decisive stage monk, already physically strong, engages in training that makes the body comfortable but the soul suffers.”

“Exactly, since there’s no physical fatigue, they usually don’t recognize the problem in advance. Later, they find that while the body is fine, only the mind is exhausted. It’s like putting all the firewood into a large furnace at once and burning it up, depleting the fuel supply.”

A person seated far away asked.

“I’ve never heard of this, is it a common illness?”

The erudite monk replied.

“Among mental demons, it’s quite rare. Most people stop themselves before reaching this point.”

The leadership recalled a report they had seen a long time ago.

It was an observation report on Ryu Seoran submitted by Ma, an expert in the secret physical training of Ojukmun.

If their memory was accurate, the report mentioned the phrase ‘unusually strong drive for improvement’ about a dozen times.

The increasingly serious leadership murmured.

“Is there a good treatment method?”

In response to someone’s question, the expert in mental demons answered.

“There isn’t really anything. Just natural healing. It’s best to leave it alone without meddling.”

A question followed.

“How long does recovery take?”

“If they stop training for a few years, they’ll return to normal. On average, that is.”

A few years posed no problem.

The atmosphere in the meeting room relaxed at the good news.

Then, a monk, lost in thought, asked a question.

“When you say on average, does that mean it could take longer or some might not recover?”

“That’s correct.”

“What happens if they don’t recover?”

The expert closed his mouth.

As the silence grew longer, the tension gradually increased.

The meeting room was so quiet you could hear people swallowing nervously. Finally, the expert spoke.

“It’s not widely known, but there was a practitioner in Ojukmun who didn’t overcome decisive stage illness. You all know him well.”

“Who is it?”

“Monk Yeop, who passed away decades ago.”

The leadership didn’t immediately recall just by the name.

That was because it was rarely used.

Then someone started to tremble.

A frightened monk asked.

“Could it be the one obsessed with puppetry…”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

Yeop’s talent, Il-Yeopgeun.

Final training stage, decisive stage.

Age at death, five hundred years.

Cause of death, reaching the limit of lifespan.

Real name, Yeop Gwanbo.

The person who called himself the greatest puppeteer in the Western Continent.

Hobby, puppetry.

The author of the ‘Puppet Research’ that Seoran owned, the identity of the puppetry enthusiast was Yeop Gwanbo.

Fear spread through the entire leadership.

Yeop Gwanbo never overcame the decisive stage illness and became obsessed with puppetry.


As a result, he neglected his training and, despite being an Il-Yeopgeun, never reached the state of Wonyeonggi until his death.

There was no guarantee Seoran wouldn’t undergo a similar dark transformation.

The leadership imagined Seoran spending hundreds of years fiddling with clay puppets, stuck at the decisive stage.

This was more terrifying than a great war.





 
  
    Chapter 57: Like a Flame – 2


Seoran was boycotting all training.

Pill consumption was also part of the training.

Because of this, Lageum, who was in charge, was having a tough time.

She tried every method to get the stubborn Seoran to take the medicine.

“Clang, clang, the carriage is entering. Please open the castle gate.”

Ia Geum brought the medicine spoon to Seoran’s mouth. No matter how much she coaxed and pleaded, the gate remained firmly closed. Seoran firmly refused.

“Mmm, mmm!”

It was a solid defense far beyond a child’s food tantrum.

If the child refused something, it could be forced.

But when the decisive investigator clenched her teeth with superhuman strength, there was nothing to be done.

Lageum changed her approach.

“Sister, are you really going to be this childish? You’re going to be twenty-four when the season changes. You’re way too old to be throwing tantrums about taking medicine.”

Even pretending to be angry didn’t work, so she changed tactics again.

“Alright, then just one spoonful today. I won’t ask you to take more. Just one spoonful. Look here, can you see this tiny medicine spoon? Open wide, ah.”

The stubborn twenty-three-year-old didn’t listen this time either.

“Forget it, forget it all. If you don’t want to take it, don’t. This is a really precious decoction, but I guess I’ll have to drink it all instead. Oh, it’s so delicious. I guess I’ll advance to a higher realm faster than you, sister.”

‘The grass is always greener on the other side’ ploy was also ineffective.

No other methods came to mind.

So, Lageum simply pinched Seoran’s nose with her left hand.

Her plan was to pour the decoction in when Seoran opened her mouth because she couldn’t breathe.

However, the post-human body of the decisive investigator didn’t even need to breathe.

The standoff between the two proud monks continued. The decoction had long since gone cold. Seoran rolled her eyes to look at Lageum.

They communicated through their gazes.

It said, ‘Well, that didn’t work, so what now?’

Lageum , infuriated, pondered briefly.

Should she just pour it through the nose?

But she soon regained her senses.

No, no.

Endure it, Lageum .

The one in front of you is Seoran, who raised you.

In the end, the younger sister surrendered.

‘Feeding Seoran the pill’ failed again today.

Lageum returned to the medicine room.

It was a strategic retreat.

*****

While Lageum was tussling with Seoran, the alchemists were all gathered in discussion.

Of course, it was because of Ryu Seoran.

How to make her take the pill.

“It seems the monk is late again, meaning she’s refusing the medicine today too. What should we do now?”

“Is she at least eating her meals and snacks properly? Should we try mixing it into her food?”

“Monk  Ryu isn’t unmotivated because she suddenly lost her intelligence. Moreover, even if we force her to take the expensive pill, it’s useless if she doesn’t absorb its effects.”

In the end, there was no concrete solution today either.

“Should we prepare the pill again tomorrow?”

“For now, let’s just reduce the amount a little and bring it to her every day.”

“Even though she doesn’t take it? The cost isn’t trivial…”

“If we stop giving it to her because we don’t want to waste the ingredients and she gets worse, then what? People’s feelings are often hurt by small things. If we bring it to her consistently, she’ll eventually change her mind.”

“What do we do with the pills she doesn’t take? Their efficacy decreases quickly over time…”

“In that case, Monk Lageum can take them.”

Everyone agreed with that suggestion.

“Considering they’re almost like sisters, that’s a good idea.”

“Monk Ryu wouldn’t mind much either.”

At that moment, Lageum entered the room.

“Excuse me…”

An alchemist spoke to the embarrassed Lageum.

“It seems you failed again today.”

“Well, she just wouldn’t open her mouth…”

The alchemist nodded and said,

“I understand, good effort. By the way, you should drink that decoction. It’s too precious to waste, and there’s no proper way to store it.”

“Yes…”

Lageum drank the cold decoction like poison.

*****

Ten days had passed since the strike began.

Seoran’s discomfort was growing.

It had been an impulsive decision from the start.

She had been too exhausted at the time.

Lying in bed, Seoran thought to herself.

Sleeping in is so nice.

But how long should I rest?

A month? Or half a year?

My progress is still fast, so should I rest a little longer?

Yeah, I’ve worked hard until now.

Taking a year off would be good.

As Seoran fell back into a peaceful sleep, she suddenly opened her eyes wide.

A year is too long, isn’t it?

Consistency is important in everything.

Wouldn’t it be hard to start again later?

No, would I even be motivated to work after a year of rest?

If I sit, I’ll want to lie down, and if I lie down, I’ll want to sleep.

The longer I wait, the harder it will be to start again.


Seoran suddenly sat up and muttered to herself.

“I really should start training again.”

However, she couldn’t easily get out of bed due to the thoughts swirling in her mind.

Ah, I really don’t want to do it, what should I do?

Will the sect members dislike me if I laze around?

They’ll think I’m just lounging around after consuming all those pills and spirit stones.

I need to resume training while they still show goodwill.

I don’t want to be hated.

Maybe I should rest just for today and start working hard from tomorrow?

But I really don’t want to…

Her negative thoughts spiraled endlessly.

Though jokingly called the “Decision Dilemma Disease,” Seoran’s condition was essentially heart demons.

Heart demons are illnesses that corrode the mind and kill the spirit.

Seoran became increasingly trapped in extreme delusions.

She imagined a future where she completely gave up training.

Without the hope of becoming a sect ascendant, the monks of Ojukmun hurled venomous curses at her.

Fragile relationships shattered in an instant, and even her friends turned their backs on her.

Seoran died lonely, resented by everyone.

She also envisioned a future where she resumed her training.

The imagined Seoran struggled due to rusted senses from a long rest but hurriedly put effort into training.

However, her talent, now dull and tarnished, never shone again, and she failed to become an enlightened monk .

Again, Seoran died in solitude.

Even a future where she miraculously achieved enlightenment was miserable.

Barely succeeding in becoming a sect ascendant, Seoran’s excessive strain caused her to regress, losing most of her accomplishments.

People discarded the now useless Seoran and enjoyed their celestial lives without her.

Seoran died, forgotten by everyone.

Heart demons gnawed at Seoran’s soul.

She fought desperately.

But her paranoia grew worse.

Eventually, she even began hearing hallucinations.

“Your parents never loved you. Even you didn’t love yourself. Who could love someone like you?”

“No…”

Seoran buried her face in her knees, trying to deny it.

“What do you mean, no?”

The heart demons kept whispering in her ear.

Even covering her ears, the voice wouldn’t go away.

Seoran curled up desperately through the night.

The next morning, Lageum  brought the medicine.

Seoran didn’t respond at all.

The Ojukmun leadership, thought Ho Hyemunwould be perfect as a schoolteacher.

With his brilliant intellect, exemplary conduct, and extensive knowledge, they believed she would be the strict teacher to transform the Ojukmun children into filial sons and daughters.

Of course, there was no strictness in Ho Hyemun’s classroom.

“Teacher, I don’t want to eat eggplant.”

Ho Hyemun spoke to the picky child.

“You don’t want to eat eggplant? Why?”

When the child closed their mouth, Ho Hyemun’s smile deepened.

“Hmm, why is that? Do you not want to say?”

“No.”

The child shook their head vigorously.

“Okay, then will you tell just me in secret?”

“Promise you won’t tell anyone else.”

“Okay, I promise. Come on, whisper to me.”

The child whispered softly.

“It’s slippery and I don’t like it.”

Ho Hyemun whispered back to the child’s ear.

“Then should I eat it for you?”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.”

“Can the teacher eat eggplant?”

Ho Hyemun nodded.

“I can eat it.”

“Why?”

It was a strange question, but with five years of teaching experience, she answered confidently.

“You have to eat a variety of foods to become beautiful.”

The child looked at Ho Hyemun’s face and thought to themselves.

‘Teacher must have really eaten a variety of foods.’

Then the child changed their mind.

“Then I’ll eat half.”

“Shall we?”

Though there was no strictness, Ho Hyemun was a good teacher.

His affectionate teaching methods transformed countless mischievous troublemakers into model students.

Within Ojukmun, Ho Hyemun’s classroom became famously known as the factory of filial sons and daughters.


At the graduation ceremony, the true teacher Ho Hyemun once again rehabilitated countless children into well-behaved youngsters.

The year ended with the tearful thanks of the parents.

Ho Hyemun, having been too busy to pay attention to her friend, went to visit.

Seoran, whom she hadn’t seen in a long time, refused to communicate.

Curled up, Seoran looked just like a hedgehog.



 
  
    Chapter 58: Like a Flame – 3


Seoran’s face was a sight to see.

Her eyebrows had a pitiful arch and the corners of her mouth drooped.

It was an expression that personified sadness.

It seemed her condition had worsened.

Lageum asked Seoran.

“Sister, would you like to go for a walk?”

Seoran remained curled up and unresponsive.

“Not in the mood? Got it.”

Lageum led Ho Hyemun out of the room.

“She doesn’t respond at all anymore. What should we do?”

“…”

Ho Hyemun thought for a moment before suggesting an idea.

“How about changing her environment? Staying in a quiet place when she’s trapped in a heart demon doesn’t seem wise. In the silence, she’ll only keep repeating negative thoughts.”

Lageum found this reasonable.

“A somewhat noisy place…”

“And, if possible, don’t leave her alone. Keep her away from the elements connected to the cause of her heart demon. That’s all I can think of.”

“No, Hyemun. You’ve been a great help.”

Lageum peeked inside the room.

Seoran still looked gloomy.

Occasionally, she glanced at the pill bottle from the medicine room.

Her already scrunched face crumpled even more.

“Indeed, the secular world might be the answer…”

Lageum planned a filial piety trip for Seoran.

The secular world was adequately noisy, and there were hardly any people or objects that could remind her of cultivation.

Since she wouldn’t walk on her own, a companion to help transport and continuously care for her was necessary.

Lageum didn’t volunteer herself.

She planned to work with the alchemists to develop a sweet pill.

Maybe then, Seoran might take it.

Dancheong couldn’t participate due to her duties.

She had to take turns with the Earth Goddess to receive the pilgrimage group.

The foresight of the Oin Sect in not neglecting even the smallest risk management shone through.

The travel companions were Ryu Seoran, Ho Hyemun, and Geum Yeongyeong.

Their destination was the capital of Yang Country, full of sights to see, and they would take Geum Yeongyeong’s flying carriage.

Finally, the morning of their departure to the capital arrived.

Lageum fussed over everything.

“Here, these are Seoran’s belongings.”

Geum Yeongyeong, receiving the bundle, asked.

“What is this?”

“Clothes, shoes, handkerchiefs, blankets. Please wash and change her daily, and make sure she has a blanket over her stomach when she sleeps.”

As Geum Yeongyeong loaded the bundle onto the carriage, she thought.

What is this, are they mother and daughter?

After loading the luggage, I turned my head and Lageum handed me another bundle.

“What is this again?”

“It’s snacks for Seoran to eat if she gets bored on the way. Don’t give her too much at once. Make sure she brushes her teeth before bed if she eats.”

Geum Yeongyeong changed her mind.

No, it wasn’t a mother-daughter relationship, it was a zookeeper and an animal.

Surprisingly, there was one more bundle.

It was the miscellaneous books that were on Seoran’s bookshelf.

Lageum didn’t forget to remind her to read them to Seoran if she got bored.

Geum Yeongyeong quickly started the carriage.

She was afraid there might be more bundles.

The metal carriage, without horses or wheels, flew through the sky.

It didn’t take long to reach the capital of the Yan Kingdom.

*******

After parking the flying vehicle near the high priest’s quarters, the group immediately began to enjoy sightseeing in the capital.

Thanks to the festival being held, the capital was bustling.

Clowns performing dazzling acrobatics and spectators bursting into laughter.

Joyful music and beautiful singing could be heard. Fireworks continuously adorned the sky with colorful patterns.

The three walked the streets without any particular destination.

Ho Hyemun kept looking at the fireworks being launched.

Geum Yeongyeong laughed heartily at the clown’s jokes.

Seoran, carried by Ho Hyemun, giggled softly.

Hearing the occasional sound of laughter, Geum Yeongyeong quickly turned her head and said.

“Oh, Seoran is laughing!”

Seoran quickly put on a gloomy expression.

Trying to hold back her laughter made her lips twitch.

It looked like the comical mask used in a mask dance.

The festival continued into the night.

The three climbed a nine-story pavilion called Cheonhyeru.

Geum Yeongyeong, who usually slept early, was already dozing off.

Ho Hyemun, after putting Seoran down on a chair, sat beside her.

The two silently watched the night market, which remained lit despite the late hour.

As all the noise faded, silence settled in.

The laughter and lively bustle disappeared.

Seoran fell back into thought.

I don’t want to practice, I want to play more.

I don’t want to be hated, I have to practice.

But, I don’t want to practice.

Negative thoughts kept coming one after another.


It was a prelude to the arrival of the heart demon.

But tonight, she was not alone.

Ho Hyemun suddenly spoke.

“Do you know why this pavilion is called Cheonhyeru?”

Even without a response, Ho Hyemun didn’t mind.

“Cheonhyeru was built hundreds of years ago. It is said to have been built with gratitude towards the blessings of the sky. I also learned this as a child. Of course, after becoming a monk, I learned the truth that the gratitude was actually towards the martial arts sect, not the sky.”

After a brief silence, Ho Hyemun asked.

“It seems that story wasn’t very interesting. Shall I tell you another one? Hmm…”

Ho Hyemun brought up various topics of conversation.

Thoughts on the scriptures, preferences about writing brushes and ink, the ten famous scenic spots of the Yang Kingdom, insights on martial arts.

Then, she said something that Seoran couldn’t ignore.

“When I see Monk Ryu, I think of my father.”

Seoran, who was a man in her past life, flinched.

Unconsciously turning her head, their eyes met.

Ho Hyemun smiled faintly.

“You’re finally showing interest.”

As Seoran averted her gaze again, Ho Hyemun asked.

“Are you curious about my childhood with my father?”

Seoran nodded while looking into the distance.

“Then let me ask you a question. What percentage of all the land in the northwest district of this capital do you think our family owns?”

Thinking she wouldn’t hear the rest of the story if she didn’t answer, Seoran guessed.

“Two-tenths?”

Ho Hyemun laughed briefly and then revealed the answer.

“No way, that’s too modest. The answer is at least six-tenths. And that was twenty years ago, so it might be even more now. This Cheonhyeru is also owned by our family. That’s why the three of us could rent the top floor even during the festival.”

Seoran was quite surprised.

The northwest district of this vast capital.

It was hard to believe that one family owned more than six-tenths of such an extensive area.

It meant they were the wealthiest family in the Yan Kingdom, excluding the royal family.

She became even more curious about the rest of the story.

Ho Hyemun, looking at the lanterns lining the streets like a river, began her story.

Ho Hyemun was renowned as a gifted child.

All thanks to inheriting her father’s intellect.

Her father was born with a dazzling talent incomparable to Ho Hyemun.

A wealthy noble family, handsome appearance, brilliant intelligence.

He was promised a position as a chancellor, a rank second to none.

A future where he would spread his wings like a phoenix and soar high.

But illness clipped the wings of this genius.

Increasingly severe coughing brought up blood.

With a frail body that couldn’t walk without the support of servants, he couldn’t handle the position of a great country’s chancellor.

The glory that was almost in his grasp slipped away.

However, the man still had much.

Fields stretching to the horizon, a noble family second only to the royal family, and countless relatives.

But the man was obsessed with the lost glory.

He decided to create a genius who would be his alter ego.

He continuously took concubines and fathered children.

As soon as they could speak, they were taken from their mothers and thrown into a harsh educational environment.

Intense competition among blood-related siblings.

Ho Hyemun was born in the jar of loneliness.

To the man, Ho Hyemun was not a daughter but an extension of himself.

Education akin to abuse and bloody competition gave birth to a prodigy who could recite numerous scriptures by the age of seven.

A father who demanded his own standards and scolded her.

Siblings who saw each other only as competitors.

To her, others were just objects of fear.

Ho Hyemun had no place to attach her heart.

There was a time when she secretly raised a kitten she had found.

Of course, as it grew a bit, it ran away over the fence.

The festival beyond the fence and the fireworks that decorated the sky.

Ho Hyemun didn’t leave the fence until she was ten.

Her obsession with the self-defense art of Kwon Gakbeop might have been an expression of her latent fears.

After finishing her story, Ho Hyemun spoke to Seoran.

“Then I happened to meet Monk Ryu. Misunderstanding led to friendship, and as we spent time together, my fear of others gradually lessened. By shedding that yoke, I reached the state of Accumulation. Monk Ryu’s share in that process is significant. I am grateful, and to Lageum as well.”

Seoran asked as if entranced.

“How much is my share?”

“Hmm, let’s see. Roughly, three…”

Seoran was expectant.

Since she said the share was significant, was it thirty percent?

It would be disappointing if it wasn’t fifty percent, but since Lageum was also involved…

Would she be satisfied with thirty percent?

Ho Hyemun revealed the result.

“About three percent, I suppose.”

A disappointed sound came out automatically.

“Is that all?”

Ho Hyemun smiled slightly and said.

“Sorry, but it’s my life, so I can’t let it be swayed by others. Actually, three percent is quite generous.”

As they smiled at each other, Seoran suddenly became curious and asked.

“How did you overcome your childhood trauma?”

“I’m not sure if I overcame it, but at least I don’t hold any grudge against my father.”

“Did you forgive him?”

Ho Hyemun shook her head.

“No, that’s not it.”

“Then what?”

“My feelings are still needed in many places: Monk Ryu, Lageum, Monk Geum, Lady Yong, and the students I teach as well. It’s simply a matter of priority. Well, maybe after a few hundred years when I have some leisure time, I might forgive him.”

“Are you planning to challenge Wonyoung-gi?”

 “Of course, I am confident. I am a genius. An ordinary individual becoming an Monk of Wonyounggi is honestly more impressive than an One-root holder , right? It’s very rare, but sometimes people succeed.”

After some mental calculation, Seoran  concluded that it wasn’t entirely impossible for Ho Hyemun.

 “Where was I? Ah, emotions. Human emotions are ultimately finite resources, which is why they are precious.”

It was a secret lesson from Teacher Ho Hyemun.

No one in the world wants to be ridiculed.

Thus, emotions can sometimes be stolen.

Compared to that, Monk Ryu’s efforts to be loved rightfully are beautiful.

I want to become a respected teacher.

So, using my father as a negative example, I avoid doing to others what I disliked myself.

I hope that when my disciples become parents or teachers in the future, they will remember me and my teachings.

As Ho Hyemun was laying out her life philosophy and discussing future self-realization methods, Seoran asked.

“What if I succumb to my inner demons? If I give up my cultivation, won’t the people of the sect dislike me?”

A worry that had been filling her heart came out.

It was a sudden question, unrelated to the current topic.

But the expert in youth education responded quickly.

“Why would that be considered losing? Spending most of your life on cultivation just to live longer is an incredibly unhappy life. As humans, we should live for our happiness.”

“Happiness?”

“Yes, whether it’s respect or love. There needs to be a clear purpose. Cultivation is just a means, but the goals can be varied. For Monk Ryu’s happiness, you must not confuse means with goals. You should be able to discard the means if necessary.”

“Finding happiness after extending my lifespan…”

Ho Hyemun, increasingly absorbed in her own thoughts, grew more excited.

“Time and emotions are not infinite! Even if our bodies don’t age, our minds do! Monk Ryu, follow your heart!”

“Oh, for the sake of happiness! And remember!”

Ho Hyemun, her cheeks flushed with excitement, said.

“It’s impossible to be loved by everyone and to love everyone! Only a deity can achieve such a feat! But at the very least! Seoran, I love you! As a friend, of course! If it’s too hard, it’s okay to give up cultivation!”

Ho Hyemun’s keynote speech finally came to an end.

The noisy pavilion that echoed through the late-night quieted down.

Only occasional sounds of Geum Yeoungyeong’s snoring could be heard.

Filled with embarrassment, Ho Hyemun made awkward excuses.

“I was a bit disorganized, wasn’t I? It’s quite embarrassing in retrospect. Maybe it’s because it’s dawn, please understand. Well, I’ll take my leave now. It was a pleasant conversation, Ryu Susa.”

Ho Hyemun hurried down the stairs.

“Hyemun, you really seemed like a teacher today. Thank you.”

Upon hearing those words, Ho Hyemun hastened to escape even faster.

Among the ashes that had all but burnt out, embers raised their heads.

Seoran flipped through books and pondered deeply.

Then, they discovered a study guide for educational dolls.

It seemed to have been brought along with some miscellaneous papers.

Seoran unfolded the study guide and began to read.

They gradually understood about half of the efforts poured into it weren’t meaningless.

They caught a glimpse of the thoughts of the author, Yeop Gwanbo, from the text.

Seoran had also heard tales of doll enthusiast Yeop Gwanbo.

The emotions captured in the study guide were different from the rumors.

Yeop Gwanbo, the greatest doll master of the Western Continent.

There was a sense of pride, fulfillment, and satisfaction.

He didn’t flee, but rather found his way.

Seoran closed the book and pondered.

What am I pursuing through dao?

Simply to be loved or to become an esteemed person?

If so, I could just as well marry or aspire to be a king in the world.

But that didn’t appeal to me much.

As dawn broke, I thought deeply about what I truly desire.

Suddenly, Ho Hyemun’s words came to mind.

Infinite love is solely the prerogative of the divine.

Seoran wanted to be loved infinitely and to love infinitely.

It was a longing akin to an endless ocean.

Even if it’s a realm permitted only to the divine, it doesn’t matter.

Dao is essentially transcendence.

To a master, human limitations are meaningless.

Nurtured passion revived.

Not as fierce as before, but quietly.

Like a flame in a lantern lighting up the darkness.

Seoran lightly tapped Geum Yeoungyeong’s thigh.

“Ah, what!”

Seoran said.

“Yeoungyeong, let’s go have breakfast. I’m hungry.”

Geum Youngyeong was astonished.

“You’re speaking?!”

Seoran headed towards the stairs.

“And you’re walking by yourself?!”

Only Geum Youngyeong, awakened in the pavilion, remained.

They spent their time taking medication and performing short dao.

Geum Yeongyeong confidently offered a medicinal decoction.

After drinking it all, Seoran made a very subtle expression.


Pleased with herself, Geum Yeongyeong asked for feedback.

“How is it, sister? It’s a sweet decoction I painstakingly developed. Really delicious, right? I worked so hard to make it.”

Seoran muttered.

“It’s a bit strange… And who eats medicine for its taste.”

This time, even Geum yeongyeong couldn’t hold back.



 
  
    Chapter 59: Exciting Adventure


Lageum was furious. It was an astonishing sight.

But it was understandable.

It was certainly Seoran who had whined first, asking if the herbal medicine could be made sweeter.

Lageum had taken that ridiculous request seriously and developed a sweet herbal medicine.

“This is a bit strange, and who takes medicine for the taste?” Anyone would lose their patience hearing such nonsense.

Even if Lageum had hit Seoran’s head with the medicine bowl on the spot, it would have been justified.

But Lageum was a cultured person.

She resisted the urge to smash the skull in front of her and instead smiled brightly, knowing that hitting with the medicine bowl wouldn’t hurt much anyway.

That didn’t mean she wasn’t angry.

The next day, when Lageum returned, she said, “Monk Ryu, it’s time for your medicine.”

Seoran took the medicine bowl and asked, 

“Lageum, why are you suddenly speaking so formally?”

“It’s time for your medicine.”

The same response came back, like from a recorder.

She was responding, but it wasn’t a conversation.

Seoran received back exactly the form of communication refusal she had given to others during her trials.

High-level mirror therapy.

Seoran couldn’t regain her composure.

Lageum repeated, “It’s time for your medicine.”

“Uh, okay…”

Seoran gulped down the herbal medicine.

“Here, I finished it all.”

“Don’t leave any medicine, drink it all.”

Seoran looked into the medicine bowl, puzzled. There was only a trace of herbal medicine left in the white porcelain bowl. She didn’t understand why she was told not to leave any.

Seoran thought deeply.

She had definitely finished the herbal medicine…

Maybe she was more sensitive than usual because she was in a bad mood?

Then I’ll just have to cheer her up.

Seoran used the ultimate aegyo (cute act) she had learned in her past life.

“Lageum, are you mad? Cheer up when you see me.”

Lageum replied with a look as if she had seen a cockroach.

“Just finish your medicine.”

“Yes.”

Seoran quickly buried her face in the medicine bowl. She licked up the remaining herbal medicine in the bowl. After licking it clean, she handed back the bowl.

Lageum, after checking the now-clean bowl, left.

Seoran, despised by her sister, resented her boss.

“Boss, you said that with one cute act, everything would be solved… You even said you dated and got married like that… But it doesn’t work at all with Lageum…”
Seoran recalled the boss’s face that was becoming blurry in her memory.

A sturdy build like a bear, a round and friendly appearance.

The cute boss smiled brightly.

She wondered why it hadn’t worked at all.

********

Seoran realized that the reason Lageum was angry was because of her.

The fact that she didn’t get angry at others was proof.

It was a moment for a thorough self-reflection.

Seoran pondered.

What exactly was my mistake?

What words or actions of mine hurt Lageum?

How can I apologize to be forgiven?

Of course, it was useless.

No matter how much she thought about it, she couldn’t figure out the cause.

It wasn’t because Seoran was such a great person that she had nothing to be ashamed of.

The problem was that there were too many things to pinpoint.

Having lived a life full of shame, Ryu Seoran’s faults were endless.

When Seoran fell into demonic possession, how much had Lageumcoaxed and persuaded her just to get her to take medicine? 

Lageum had poured in such devotion and affection that she could have been selected as an exemplary case for filial piety in a national compilation.

 If this were the secular world, there would have already been a couple of filial daughter monuments set up at the village entrance.

Seoran got up from her seat and went to the kitchen.

The maid in charge of the kitchen asked.

“Monk Ryu, what brings you here?”

“Do you have any sweet potatoes?”

The maid thought for a moment and replied.

“Is sliced and dried okay?”

“That will do.”

Seoran left the house and went to the restaurant like the wind.

Luckily, the restaurant had sweet potatoes.

Seoran picked up a few large ones.

Returning home, Seoran looked for the hearth.

She put in some firewood and used spectrometry to start a fire.

With a slight application, low-power spectrometry could be used like a magnifying glass to burn ants.

She stared blankly at the fire for a while.

The firewood turned to charcoal, and the charcoal was half turned to ashes.

Seoran threw the sweet potatoes into the ashes and embers.

She waited again.

When she thought it was done, she rolled up her sleeves.

Then she thrust her bare hand into the hearth.

Since she could bathe in lava, she had no fear of embers in the hearth.

Delicious roasted sweet potatoes were completed.

It seemed a bit overcooked, but that was a minor issue.

Seoran carefully brushed off the ash from the surface.


She placed them nicely in a basket and headed to the pharmacy.

She hid near the entrance and waited for closing time.

Finally, Angry Lageum left the pharmacy.

Seoran quickly ran to Lageum.

“Lageum, I’m sorry!”

And she held out the basket of roasted sweet potatoes.

Lageum had originally planned to launch into a ruthless string of rebukes starting with, “What did you do wrong?”

But seeing Seoran’s sincerity in the basket, she calmed her raging temper.

In the past, when Lageum was even younger than she was now, she had just become a monk and would often sulk in front of Seoran when something displeased her.

It was always Seoran’s job to soothe the sulking Lageum who would sit facing the wall without a word.

Various methods were employed, but the most effective was the roasted sweet potatoes.

Lageum had loved roasted sweet potatoes since she was little.

Twenty-one-year-old Lageum looked at Seoran.

Her face hadn’t changed at all from the one in her memories.

Back then, she had also been restless and unsure of what to do.

Lageum sighed and spoke.

“Let’s go home and eat, I’m hungry.”

Hearing that, Seoran led the way with a bright face.

The two talked about various things while eating roasted sweet potatoes.

Because you can’t know if you don’t speak.

Lageum’s anger subsided, and Seoran never again complained about the taste of the medicine.

All’s well that ends well.

******

Deep underground in Yang Country, in the subterranean world.

The naturally talented miners, the maze worms, were hard at work expanding their territory today as well.

To these mole-like creatures, the human-imposed borders on the surface meant nothing.

The underground was entirely the realm of the maze worms.

The day was busy as usual for the 41st mining team.

The maze worms, with their bodies enhanced by magic, dug furiously through the earth.

Finding a vein of minerals meant more food.

The miners advanced in a state of trance.

To them, life was excavation, and excavation was life.

Their dream was to one day dig the deepest tunnel in the world, reaching the underworld only spoken of in legends.

One miner hummed.

“I am a digging expert, I’ll have lunch in the underworld.”

Then his nose bumped into something.

Rubbing his large, elongated nose, the miner looked at the obstacle that dared to block him.

At first, he thought it was a mineral, but it wasn’t.

It was a structure made of neatly stacked square bricks.

The miner muttered.

“Could this be… a building?”

The miner was in the underground world.

Of course, building a structure underground is impossible.

So what on earth could this structure be?

The miner pondered.

And then he succeeded in recalling something.

It was related to an ancient legend of the maze worms.

Naturally, you can’t build a structure underground.

Therefore, this structure proves something significant.

At the time of construction, this place was not underground but on the surface.

There are a few common opening phrases in the old legends of the maze worm race.

An era when the earth was not as deep as it is now.

A time when digging recklessly would lead one to fall into the underworld.

An era filled with chaos and disorder.

A bygone era that can never be returned to.

The miner shouted loudly.

“A bygone era! A relic of the bygone era is here!”

The mining team, drawn by the sound, was astonished.

The bygone era was not a fiction.

The legend that no one believed in was real.

The entire underground world was in a fervor.

The news spread not only in the underground world but also reached the surface.

The maze worms’ allies, the Ojukmun, the Geumjakpa who were in unity with the Ojukmun, and many other allied martial arts sects.

The relic that had been sleeping deep underground was revealed to the world.

An ancient relic, truly an exhilarating discovery.

This incredible news even reached the ears of Seoran, who was casually butchering garden trees with large pruning shears for fun.

Incidentally, Seoran was a fan of adventure movies and had watched archaeology-related films more than dozens of times.

******

Seoran immediately prepared for the adventure.

A shovel or a pickaxe would only be cumbersome.

Safety equipment? Seoran had the ability to walk out unscathed even if the entire underground world collapsed.

All Seoran packed were a hat and a whip.

“A great adventure is calling me!”

When Jangbodo appears in the martial world, bloodshed follows.

Tough hardships and brilliant honor awaited.

Only a hero with courage, wisdom, and luck could claim the treasure sleeping underground.

Seoran promptly crossed the sect’s boundary.

The destination was, of course, the underground world.

But she never got to see the ancient relic.

The mole guarding near the ancient relic said.

“The excavation site is on the surface.”

They planned to dig down from the surface.

Seoran had no choice but to change her destination.

The excavation site was at the border between the Yang and Geon countries.

The surrounding area was already teeming with monks.

Though she had come a bit further, the adventure was finally beginning.

Seoran took her first step with vigor.

And was promptly kicked out.

An archaeologist monk exploded in fury.

“Hey! How can you just step in there like that? Can’t you see the warning sign over there? It says not to enter the excavation site carelessly! Get out now!”

Chastised and disheartened, Seoran looked at the excavation site with sad eyes from a distance.

Numerous archaeologists were busy moving around, roping off sections with thick ropes.

Some were squatting and digging the ground.

They weren’t digging vigorously with magic like a construction project; instead, they were gently brushing the soil with small brushes.

Seoran buried her head in her knees.

There were no golden statues or boulders rolling down slopes.


There were no ancient treasures, no bubbling greed, no betrayal or conspiracy.

Not even an archaeologist wielding a whip.

There was no adventure in the archaeology of this world.

This wasn’t the image Seoran had dreamed of.





 
  
    Chapter 60: Exciting Adventure – 2


Seoran did not give up despite being banned from the site.

After a month of lingering around the excavation site,

Seoran finally became a temporary assistant at the excavation site. In reality, she was under close surveillance.

The archaeologists had no other choice.

A gloomy face and deep sighs.

Seoran expressed her intentions with her whole body: “I want to see the ancient ruins too.”

The archaeologists trembled with fear every day.

They were also respectable monks from the Western Continent.

During a tour, Seoran’s demonstration of flipping the surface was an unforgettable miracle.

A genius who mastered the fearsome technique of “Great Mountain Flip,” Seoran could do anything she wanted.

Which emotion was greater, the curiosity or the patience that Ryu Seoran harbored?

What if Seoran could no longer hold back?

What if she decided to see the ancient ruins immediately and lifted the surface along with the ruins? Or dug secretly and entered the site before anyone else?

There were many procedures to follow when excavating a site.

First, the surface is investigated.

The soil covering the ruins itself was a subject of exploration. Even carelessly buried trash was a trace of history.

Next, only certain areas are excavated first.

Based on the findings, they decide how to excavate the ancient site.

It is natural to record all processes.

But what if Seoran flipped the surface?

The soil and artifacts would be mixed chaotically.

All archaeological data, such as the order and thickness of layers, various soil components, and artifact distribution, would disappear.

Without finding other ruins with a similar origin, all research related to that era would be impossible.

The fear that Seoran’s careless action could create a permanent void in human history tormented the archaeologists.

In the end, the excavation leader made a tough decision.

Seoran was temporarily granted access rights.

The decision was to monitor her closely by keeping her nearby.

The excavation leader quickly drilled Seoran on the precautions and rules to follow at the site.

“What is the scope of reporting?”

Temporary excavation assistant, Seoran, answered.

“If even a little dirt is attached, it applies!”

“What is the mandatory process before touching the target?”

Seoran’s response was confident.

“Report to the direct supervisor!”

“What if the direct supervisor is absent?”

“Report to the area supervisor!”

“What if the area supervisor is also absent?”

“Do nothing and stay still!”

“What if permission is granted by the supervisor?”

“Still do not touch it!”

Look at the excavation site with your eyes only.

He emphasized and emphasized that it must never be forgotten.

Seoran nodded confidently.

And a month passed.

Seoran thoroughly adhered to the site rules.

The archaeologists were somewhat relieved.

And accidents tend to happen at such moments.

During a test excavation, an archaeologist said,

“Monk Ryu, it’s dark because of the shadow, could you step back five or six steps?”

“Yes.”

Seoran obediently stepped back six steps.

The first misfortune was the archaeologist’s carelessness.

In the past, they would have told her not to move an inch. Seoran stepped back as instructed and stepped on something.

The second misfortune was the height of the ancient structure.

They had just slightly scraped the surface and the upper layer was already exposed.

What Seoran stepped on was a ventilation duct cover on the roof.

The third misfortune was Seoran’s small physique.

The ventilation duct was not a secret passage for thieves. If it weren’t for Seoran, falling in would have been impossible.

The fourth misfortune was the typical complacency of high-ranking monks. Pain, injury, and vigilance are inseparable. Seoran fell down the ventilation duct with a calm face.

The fifth misfortune was the structure of the ventilation duct.

It was a straight path without any bumps or branches. Seoran slid straight down without getting caught on anything.

The sixth misfortune was the rules etched in her mind.

Without having any climbing equipment, to stop her fall, she had to extend her limbs and embed them into the passage.

Seoran adhered to the rule of not damaging the ancient site.

The ventilation duct of the ancient ruins was really long.

The smooth surface of the duct, the gently curving trajectory, and Seoran’s aerodynamic body created a synergistic effect.

The human bobsleigh knew no limits and kept accelerating.

The slide that started from the surface was directly connected to the lowest layer of the ruins.

The journey of descending at bullet speed soon ended.

The ventilation duct spit Seoran out below.

At the expected landing point was an ancient teleportation array.

This was the seventh misfortune.

The teleportation array flashed and Seoran’s figure disappeared.

If even one of the seven misfortunes had been absent, such an absurd event would not have occurred.

But that’s how things in the world usually work.

In scholarly terms, it’s sometimes called the Swiss cheese model.

And so, Seoran was sent to an unknown world.

It was the adventure she had longed for.

******


In another place, Seoran appeared.

And immediately plummeted downward.

The kinetic energy did not disappear during the teleportation process.

Seoran crashed into the teleportation array below her feet.

It was a fall that started from the surface.

The immense potential energy was converted into kinetic energy, and Seoran didn’t even use a proper landing technique.

A superhero landing, and the landing spot was damaged.

The ancient teleportation array ceased functioning.

Seoran knew what a teleportation array was.

It was a transportation method used even before the ancient era.

She had learned related knowledge while mingling with archaeologists.

The ancient era refers to the oldest period confirmed by literature at this point.

Roughly about 40,000 years ago.

No one knows about the more distant past.

Even in the ancient era, the teleportation array was an unknown artifact.

40,000 years ago, they couldn’t figure out how it worked. Naturally, it remains a lost technology to this day.

There was no way to repair the broken teleportation array.

Looking at the shattered teleportation array, Seoran said,

“This is bad…”

A major accident that became evident the more you knew.

Teleportation arrays exist as pairs on both sides.

If one side is broken, the other becomes useless as well.

The academic consensus is that a complete pair of teleportation arrays is essential to understand their operating principle.

With one dropkick, Seoran had turned a magnificent relic of ancient civilization into rubble.

Additionally, she had eliminated the possibility of restoring the lost technology.

It was an epitome of vandalism that even the First Emperor of Qin would marvel at.

Seoran moved to get a better view of the disaster she had caused.

Her tiny handprints and footprints were imprinted on the stone floor decorated with intricate teleportation patterns.

Her back was drenched with cold sweat.

The silent culprit left the crime scene.

Seoran, using her spiritual vision, navigated through the pitch darkness.

She walked along a narrow path and found an exit.

Seeing light coming through a gap, Seoran pushed the wall.

The stone wall rotated, revealing a vast space.

A gigantic palace made entirely of stone came into view.

Huge trees densely filled the spaces between the buildings.

This also seemed to be an ancient ruin.

Unlike the underground ruins where Seoran had stepped on the teleportation array, this place was in the middle of a jungle with the sky visible.

Seeing the lush greenery, she sighed.

It was a remote place untouched by human feet.

All Seoran had was the clothes she was wearing.

Other artifacts were left behind in her lodging as they were cumbersome.

In short, she had to walk to a place where people lived without any flying artifacts.

Seoran climbed a nearby tree to look around.

The palace was situated on slightly sloping ground.

She wondered why they had built a palace in such a strange location, leaving the flat land behind.

After a brief contemplation, Seoran decided on a path.

It was in the direction where the elevation increased.

She intended to climb higher to get a better view of the surroundings.

Seoran began to walk, leaving markers behind.

She planned to use these markers to report and revisit with archaeologists later.

Improvised rock markers sprouted like bamboo shoots after rain.

The sound of monkeys’ cries was loud.

*******

She continued walking in the same direction.

Seoran grew weary of the vast forest.

No matter where she looked from a high place, it was all trees.

It felt like being thrown into a green sea.

Once, monkey demons had attacked.

So, she gave them a few blasts of improved rock bombs.

Half of the crazy monkey family turned into fertilizer, and the other half fled in a panic.

Ten days had passed since she accidentally stepped on the teleportation array.

By the time the number of monkeys turned into fertilizer surpassed three digits,

Seoran finally found traces of human presence.


However, the traces were somewhat old.

A corpse missing its lower half greeted Seoran.

Feeling something was off, Seoran examined the skeleton carefully using her spiritual vision.

And she realized one thing.

The deceased had been a decisive monk during their lifetime.



 
  
    Chapter 61: Exciting Adventure – 3


It’s hard to kill a Decision-Maker monk.

Their main characteristic is their transcendent vitality.

Therefore, across all of the human world, there are very few creatures that can kill them. 

The most likely suspects would be a dragon, a high-ranking investigator, or a great demon.

And according to Monk Seoran, the one who killed this investigator was definitely a great demon.

Why would a dragon or a high-ranking monk take the lower half of a corpse they killed?

To eat it as a snack later?

It was clear that a great demon had devoured it along with the forbidden fruit.

Seoran knew a lot about great demons.

She was familiar with all the types and dangers of great demons that have existed since ancient times and how to deal with them.

She didn’t learn this because she wanted to; it was a directive from the high command of the Wujing Sect.

Their intention was to prevent her from dying out of ignorance while wandering around.

Seoran searched her mental database of great demons.

Those living in the deep sea, excluded.

Those living in hot deserts, excluded.

Those living in high mountain areas, excluded.

Those living in jungles, who can split even the highest ranking monks in two. 

There was a record that perfectly matched this information.

 It was a great demon that looked like a golden stag beetle.

She couldn’t remember the name, but it was said that its scissor-like jaws could cut through anything.

Its flying speed was incredibly fast, and it had a strong territorial instinct.

If she stayed here and got caught, she’d be in serious trouble.

Seoran imagined her waist being severed by the beetle demon’s jaws.

“Eek!”

Seoran gasped and started running.

Then she stopped and returned to where the skeleton was.

Using her earth-manipulation ability, the ground split open, and the skeleton was buried, a small gravestone rising in its place.

After completing the grave, Seoran immediately fled.

Seoran darted between the trees like a bullet.

And something was watching her.

An unimpressive appearance with long, thin limbs.

Despite being emaciated, its abdomen was disproportionately swollen as if about to burst.

Its eyes, burning with insatiable hunger, and its teeth, sharp enough to send shivers down one’s spine, gleamed from the shadows of the trees.

The watcher was an ogre, a ghost trapped in the underworld paying for its sins from a past life.

The ogre began to chase its chosen prey.

It sprinted, smashing through all the towering trees in its way.

The jungle became noisy in an instant.

Even Seoran, running ahead, heard the approaching noise.

Curious, she glanced back.

A strange demon, foaming at the mouth, was chasing her.

It looked like a diseased monkey with all its hair fallen out.

Seoran, not knowing what an ogre was, pondered for a moment.

What the heck is that?

Is it a relative of the monkey demons I’ve encountered before?

Did it lose its fur and swell up with ascites because of disease?

Seoran ignored it and kept running.

The ogre, too, sensed something strange.

No matter how much it chased, the distance wasn’t closing.

In both the underworld and the human world, it had never encountered such a baffling situation.

Every prey it had met so far ended up dead.

Prey couldn’t shake off the predator that closed the distance in an instant, and eventually ended up in the ogre’s stomach.

The ogre was a symbol of death that ran on four legs, an entity from which there was no escape once encountered.

This was clearly an abnormal situation.

How many lives had it swallowed so far?

It had lived in the depths of the great forest for hundreds of years.

The number of victims it had devoured couldn’t be counted.

The Determination-ranked investigator Seoran had seen was also eaten by the ogre.

In the depths of the great forest, tainted by the underworld, even the Origin Qi investigators couldn’t fly.

It was due to the irresistible pull of the underworld.

For the ogre, which couldn’t fly, this place was the perfect hunting ground.

The ogre experienced a sense of helplessness for the first time in its life.

Driven mad by the eternal, painful hunger and the anger towards the uncatchable prey, the ogre lost its sanity.

The ogre let out a massive roar of hatred.

“Kieeeeeek~!”

A fearsome roar that shook the great forest.

The ogre’s claws and teeth grew longer, and its eyes glowed red.

A sticky, hellish aura dripped from its jaws.

The distance between them closed in an instant.

At that moment, Seoran turned around.

She didn’t stop running.

Skillfully running backward, she pointed her index finger at the ogre.

Seoran’s forbidden energy swirled violently.

Originally, she had intended to spare it out of pity.

But if it kept roaring like that, it would be a problem.

How would she handle it if a great demon heard and came looking?

Her mana gathered in the air and formed into beads.

It was a trick she had learned from Damcheong before.

In an instant, dozens of yellow spheres were fired.

The ogre sneered at the incoming attack.


Thinking of confronting me? How foolish.

If you had focused solely on running, you might have had a slim chance of survival.

I will savor your forbidden energy.

The ogre planned to endure the attack and then bite into the slowed prey running backward.

It was a bold plan, relying on its toughness.

But things in the world rarely go as planned.

The ogre met a fate similar to Seoran’s previous adversaries.

The mana beads collided with the surrounding terrain or the ogre’s body, exploding magnificently.

In the unbelievable power, the ogre was obliterated without even understanding what had happened.

One of the Four Evils in the depths of the great forest had just died.

Of course, the person who killed it had no idea.

Seoran immediately turned around and sprinted away at full speed.

She was anxious, fearing she might encounter a great demon.

Twenty days later, Seoran finally encountered civilization.

********

Seoran, using her concealment technique, entered the city she had painstakingly found.

Considering it was near the great forest teeming with monkey demons, the city was quite prosperous.

Seoran immediately headed for a secluded alleyway.

She set up a concealment barrier and fell into a deep sleep.

Seoran slept for an entire day.

The first thing she did upon waking was head to a nearby stream to bathe.

Refreshed and cleaned up, Seoran infiltrated the city’s government office.

She first examined the military map.

The map depicted the entire continent roughly.

To the west was the Safe Sea, and the other seas were dangerous.

In the center of the continent was the vast great forest.

Seoran realized she wasn’t on the Western Continent.

She was now in Myonara, a nation in the central-western part of the Eastern Continent.

No wonder the language and writing felt slightly unfamiliar.

Seoran walked out of the government office dejectedly.

To return across the sea to the Western Continent, she would have to endure an extremely arduous journey.

Since she couldn’t cross the dangerous seas, she would have to travel along the safe sea routes.

This meant a long journey passing through the heart of the world.

Squatting by the roadside, Seoran held her head in her hands.

“Ugh… ugh…”

She groaned, imagining the grueling future ahead of her.

At that moment, a delicious smell tickled her nose.

Seoran lifted her head and looked in the direction of the scent.

It was skewered chicken, grilled with a sweet sauce.

Seoran stood up, licking her lips.

It wasn’t that she was distracted by snacks like a child.

It was purely an academic interest in Eastern Continent culinary culture.

Seoran, almost in a trance, ordered the skewered chicken.

“Three skewers with sweet sauce, please.”

Acting as a noble, her tone naturally became authoritative.

“Yes, right away!”

The vendor immediately handed her the skewers.

Normally, they would take payment first.

But Seoran clearly looked like a wealthy young lady.

The hairpin in her hair alone could buy a small farm.

Seoran enjoyed the skewered chicken.

The taste was the same whether in the Western or Eastern Continent.

Seoran felt better eating a snack for the first time in a month.

After finishing her meal, Seoran asked, “How much is it?”

Hearing the shopkeeper’s response, she searched her sleeves.

Naturally, she found nothing.

Seoran’s money pouch was across the sea in the Western Continent.

Seoran froze like a stone and began sweating profusely.

Anyone could see she had no money.

The seasoned shopkeeper also grasped the situation.

After all, wealthy people don’t carry their own money pouches.

The shopkeeper said, “I can wait. Why don’t you call your servant?”

Of course, Seoran’s servants were also in the Western Continent.

“Uh, um…”

When Seoran hesitated, the shopkeeper spoke again.

“Or just tell me your family name. I can visit later to collect the payment.”

After a moment of deliberation, Seoran pulled out her hairpin and offered it.

It was far too valuable for the price of three skewered chickens.

The shopkeeper was naturally shocked.

“I can’t accept this! If your family finds out, I’ll be in serious trouble! They’ll think I tried to cheat a noble and beat me to death!”

“I’m not a noble!”

Seoran was born the daughter of a tenant farmer.

Of course, the shopkeeper absolutely did not believe her.

He was convinced she was lying to avoid getting caught sneaking snacks by her family elders.

“Who would believe such a thing!”

The commotion quickly attracted attention.

A young girl offering a hairpin and a middle-aged man refusing to accept it was a rare sight.

At that moment, a man approached the stall.

“What’s going on here?”

The shopkeeper quickly explained the situation.

“I see, I understand.”

The man nodded and paid for the skewers on her behalf.

Then he took Seoran away.

The shopkeeper convinced himself that the man must be a servant of the rich girl.

After moving away from the market, the man spoke.

“Senior, you seemed to be in a difficult situation, so I took the liberty of stepping in. Please forgive my impertinence.”

Seoran, using her spirit sight to confirm the man was a cultivator, thanked him.

“No, I am the one who is grateful.”

The man hurriedly waved his hand.

“Please, lower your speech. I’m only about a hundred years old.”

Seoran realized the man was misunderstanding something.

But it was too awkward to reveal that she was only twenty-four years old.

It was absolutely uncommon for a severance cultivator to be only twenty-four.

No matter how she explained, Seoran would end up in an awkward position.

So she decided to just go with the flow.

“Very well, if that makes you comfortable.”

The man, visibly relieved, spoke.


“It is proper to be respectful before one’s elders. Please, do not trouble yourself over it.”

Feeling a bit guilty, Seoran added an explanation.

“Indeed, I am two hundred and forty years old this year.”

She inflated her age tenfold.

This was her first meeting with Tang Wonpyo, an Accumulation Stage monk.



 
  
    Chapter 62: Exciting Adventure – 4


When Seoran was tussling with monkey demons in the Eastern Continent, the Western Continent was in an uproar.

As soon as Seoran fell into the ventilation shaft, the higher-ups immediately launched the ‘Rescue Seoran Operation.’

At that point, no one was worried.

Monk Ryu was not in any danger from merely falling from a height.

It was something that could have been passed off as a funny mishap.

A monk specializing in spiritual beasts sent his pet butterfly into the ventilation shaft.

The glowing butterfly descended to the end of the shaft following its master’s command.

But Seoran was not there.

The monk, sharing the butterfly’s vision, said,

“Monk Ryu is not down there.”

“Oh my gosh!”

The head of the rescue operation grabbed the back of his neck.

In a disaster situation, the one in need of rescue should stay put and wait calmly for the rescue team.

Wandering around was not a wise decision.

If they missed each other, it would become very troublesome.

Preferably, they should stay in one place and wait; the principles for lost persons were roughly the same.

“First, let’s search the surroundings and find out where he went.”

The head of the operation’s request was relayed through the monk to the glowing butterfly in the underground.

The butterfly’s light became even more brilliant.

The dark stone chamber brightened instantly.

The monk, sharing the vision, scanned the stone chamber and said,

“Um, the interior is a perfect sealed chamber. The only entrance seems to have collapsed a long time ago.”

“What? Wasn’t the ventilation shaft a straight path?”

“Yes, it was.”

“Is there anything particularly noticeable?”

The monk, who had been concentrating silently for a moment, said,

“There’s a strange pattern engraved on the floor.”

“Please draw it here.”

The monk did his best to draw the pattern.

Neither the head of the operation nor the rescue team had seen this pattern before.

Then, an archaeologist watching from the side said,

“That looks like an ancient teleportation circle pattern.”

The head of the operation’s expression became serious.

The one in need of rescue hadn’t wandered around to sightsee the ruins like a lost person.

Seoran had fallen into the ventilation shaft and unfortunately stepped on a teleportation circle right below, disappearing.

What could have been a laughable incident had turned into a real disaster.

The higher-ups were immediately convened.

They discussed while maintaining as much composure as possible.

“Can we send a rescue team through the teleportation circle?”

“Unfortunately, it’s broken on the other side.”

“Shall we conduct a large-scale search across the continent?”

“If the hostile sects notice, it could endanger Monk Ryu instead.”

“Rather, let’s search secretly, even if it’s on a smaller scale.”

“We need to tightly control the monks on site to ensure the secret doesn’t leak.”

“Shall we explain externally that Seoran has secluded himself again due to inner demons flaring up? He hardly went out since last winter, so it seems plausible enough, doesn’t it?”

“That’s a really good idea. Let’s inform only the closest associates and ask for their cooperation to avoid suspicion.”

“Everyone, please don’t worry too much. Monk Ryu is already a seasoned monk. He has enough capability to escape danger and return to us.”

After devising the countermeasures, everyone acted as usual.

Officially, Ryu Seoran was just confined to his room.

Besides the high-level monks, only a few people who were close to Seoran knew the truth: Ho Hyemun, Damcheong, Geum Yeongyeong, and Lageum.

Of course, even the alchemists at Yakdang did not know the truth.

So, they prepared the medicinal pills for Seoran thinking, “It’s starting again when we thought it was over.”

I Ah-geum, who was in charge of administering the medicine, entered Seoran’s room with today’s dose.

On the bed was a figure wrapped in blankets.

It was a body pillow placed for disguise.

To an unknowing person, it looked like the real Ryu Seoran.

I Ah-geum patted the body pillow and murmured,

“Sister, where on earth have you gone…”

The fake Seoran (the body pillow) refused the medicine, so I Ah-geum ate it all herself this time too.

The great showgirl Seoran’s escape magic was a grand success.

The magician of the century, Ryu Seoran, who disappeared without a trace, was eating noodles at a restaurant at that time.

It was even a large serving with plenty of toppings.

Naturally, Tang Wonpyo  paid for the food.

Tang Wonpyo, who was listening attentively from across the table, said,

“I see, so that’s the situation.”

What Seoran had shared was as follows:

His name was Ryu Seoran, age two hundred forty.

Born to a farming family, he started cultivation around the age of ten.

His master was a monk who happened to pass by the area.

He then followed his master and secluded himself in the Great Forest.

After his master passed away, he continued his secluded training until now.

His youthful appearance was due to a mishap with medicinal herbs in his childhood.

For reference, he lost his storage bag during a demon extermination.

To summarize, this was his fabricated story.

He mixed truth and lies appropriately.

Tang Wonpyo  did not doubt Seoran’s story.

In fact, even if he did, there was no way to verify it.

Tang Wonpyo, with an admiring expression, said,

“To train in seclusion for over two hundred years, that’s truly remarkable. Others can’t endure even ten years… Indeed, with such extraordinary determination, you must have become a seasoned monk even as a mountain recluse.”


A mountain recluse referred to an unaffiliated monk in the wild.

Without support for their cultivation, their progress was extremely slow.

As Seoran knew, even for a diligent cultivator, it could take several decades to reach the foundational stage.

Slurping his noodles, Seoran elaborated.

“Well, I was lucky. My master had a lot of various medicinal pills. Yes, I was really lucky.”

“Is that so.”

To be honest, Seoran was a bit anxious.

He couldn’t reveal the truth that he belonged to Ojukmun of the Western Continent, so he had to claim he was a mountain recluse.

But on second thought, it didn’t make sense for a mountain recluse to be at the decisive stage.

So he hurriedly changed the subject.

“Forget about me, you’re quite remarkable yourself. It’s like picking stars from the sky for a recluse to succeed in reaching the foundational stage.”

Tang Wonpyo , who possessed advanced abilities, was an monk at the foundational stage.

He had heard that Tang Wonpyo  succeeded in reaching the foundational stage at the age of forty-seven.

According to Seoran’s knowledge, the average age for reaching the foundational stage for those receiving support from a sect was thirty.

For a mountain recluse with no sect backing, it was an astounding achievement.

Blushing at the praise, Tang Wonpyo  humbly replied,

“Oh, no, not at all. Saying that reaching the foundational stage is like picking stars from the sky is an exaggeration. Forty-seven isn’t even that early. Other advanced practitioners often reach the foundational stage in their late thirties.”

Seoran’s common knowledge about cultivation was completely overturned.

Even for an advanced practitioner, a recluse reaching the foundational stage in their late thirties?

Without any decent sect backing?

It didn’t make any sense, no matter how much he thought about it.

He was very puzzled, but didn’t show it outwardly.

The common knowledge of cultivators in the Eastern Continent was vastly different from that of the Western Continent.

There had to be a decisive reason for these differences.

Seoran was curious about the secret to raising one’s level faster than the recluses of the Western Continent, using such primitive cultivation methods like solitary training.

Like an industrial spy between continents, Seoran looked for an opportunity.

The opportunity came sooner than expected.

As Tang Wonpyo  finished his meal and stood up, he suddenly remembered and asked,

“By the way, Senior Ryu, are you returning to the Great Forest? After finishing your long secluded training, you should take this chance to interact with other recluses. If you’re interested, why don’t you come with me?”

Seoran replied with a puzzled expression.

“Hm? You want to go to the Great Forest? Are you planning to catch monkey demons?”

Tang Wonpyo  waved his hand dismissively.

“No, no, what I meant was not the deep parts. I was talking about Taebongok in the outer layers. With my level of training, I’d never survive venturing deep into the Great Forest.”

Seoran just learned that the Great Forest was divided into deep and outer layers.

“Taebongok?”

As Seoran murmured, Tang Wonpyo  explained further.

“Yes, Taebongok. It’s a neutral city for recluses and the spirit-wood tribe, and the last stronghold against the demons of the Great Forest. Haven’t you heard of it before?”

Seoran feigned familiarity.

“Oh, Taebongok! Of course, I’ve heard of it. Naturally, I’ve heard of it. It’s basic knowledge that Taebongok is in the outer layers of the Great Forest! I just forgot for a moment because of my two hundred years of secluded training!”

“Of course, you did! It wouldn’t make sense not to know such a well-known training spot like Taebongok!”

“Yes, it’s common knowledge!”

“Let’s go, I’ll lead the way!”

Laughing together, they entered the Great Forest.

Seoran, claiming his flying device was damaged while fighting a demon, rode on Tang Wonpyo’s device.

After a few days of flying, they saw a massive valley nestled in the dense Great Forest.

The valley, named Taebongok due to its resemblance to the roots of giant trees, was the territory of the spirit-wood tribe.

Naturally, external forces like sects couldn’t step foot inside, making it an absolute no-go zone.

However, recluses could freely enter and exit.

Despite its rich spiritual energy, no sect could claim this land of milk and honey.

When Taebongok’s existence became known to the cultivation community of the Eastern Continent, recluses flocked there in droves.

Now, it had a unique ecosystem where the spirit-wood tribe and recluses coexisted.

Seeing the throngs of recluses crowded in one street of Taebongok, Seoran asked,

“What are those people doing?”

Looking at where Seoran pointed, Tang Wonpyo explained,

“Oh, that’s the Learning Street. They share information for ascension and, if needed, pay spiritual stones for teachings. Most hope to improve their levels and join better sects.”

Seoran thought of a cram village and responded vaguely.

“Diligence in learning is commendable.”

 Tang Wonpyo spoke wistfully,

“I also used to focus on cultivation on that Learning Street. Unfortunately, I ran out of spiritual stones… I plan to return to my studies once I earn some more. Is there a particular magic you’re interested in? If you pay spiritual stones, there’s nothing they won’t teach.”

Seoran replied without much expectation,

“Well, I’m somewhat interested in puppet magic… but it’s such a niche magic.”

The sorrow of niche magic.

He had stopped expecting anything by now.

To Seoran, puppet magic was a profoundly solitary practice.

But Tang Wonpyo  said something unbelievable,


“What? Puppet magic is mainstream, common knowledge, isn’t it? More than half of the teachers on that street are puppet magicians. I don’t understand. Was puppet magic perhaps a niche practice two hundred years ago?”

Seoran exclaimed in shock,

“What!”

Suddenly arriving in a puppet magician’s paradise.

Seoran rapidly grew fond of the Eastern Continent.



 
  
    Chapter 63: Exciting Adventure – 5


Seoran, while wandering around Learning Street, came across an advertisement.

Cultivation World General Knowledge (Irregular Lectures)

Instructor: Master of Ascension

Knowledge is power.

Stay safe in the treacherous world of cultivation with this knowledge!

Enroll for free now.

It was a promotional free lecture.

The notice mentioned that it would cover helpful information for cultivation, important precautions, and the history of the cultivation world.

Such general knowledge was naturally learned by those belonging to cultivation sects, but recluses often lacked it.

For Seoran, who had neither spiritual stones nor Eastern Continent knowledge, this lecture was perfect.

Seoran joined the crowd and entered the lecture hall, sitting in the back row as the room was already quite full.

After a short wait, an ascension-stage cultivator took the podium and greeted everyone.

“Hello, cultivators. I am the Master of Ascension, specializing in ascension processes. I appreciate your attention in today’s lecture.”

The audience applauded as the polite greeting ended.

Despite the large number of attendees, the instructor calmly proceeded with the prepared lecture, showcasing her experience and authority.

He began drawing the Eastern Continent on a large blackboard, sketching the general topography and the central Great Forest.

Surrounding the Great Forest were large sects, with smaller sects pushed to the periphery.

He tapped the blackboard and began her explanation.

“To properly understand the history of cultivation, you must first be familiar with the continent’s geography. The most crucial element is the Great Fissure located in the heart of the Great Forest’s deepest part. The Great Fissure has had a significant impact on today’s cultivation culture. While it may seem complex, I will explain it as simply as possible.”

Seoran and the students were captivated by the lecture.

The Great Forest, located at the center of the Eastern Continent, was divided into the outer and inner layers.

The outer layer included Taebongok, where Learning Street was located, and the territories governed by the spirit-wood tribe.

Moving further inward from these territories brought one to the inner layer.

The primary distinction between the outer and inner layers was whether the area had been encroached upon by the Netherworld.

Areas affected by the encroachment were partially transformed into the Netherworld.

Demons, ghosts, and dark cultivators thrived there, but anyone else would be bound by the Netherworld’s rules of death upon entering even one step.

The Netherworld pulled at souls and bodies.

Lower-level cultivators who entered unawares would lose their souls, and even large beings like the spirit-wood tribe would see their bodies collapse under their own weight.

Only high-level cultivators could resist the Netherworld’s pull and approach the inner layer.

Even for them, flying was impossible unless they were in the manifestation stage.

The reason lay in the Great Fissure located in the Great Forest’s deepest part.

The existence of the Great Fissure was revealed to the world thanks to a life-risking exploration by a manifestation-stage cultivator.

Beyond the Great Fissure was, astonishingly, the Netherworld itself.

It is said that even an absolute master of the mortal realm, a cultivator in the manifestation stage, almost got pulled into the Netherworld through the Great Fissure.

The pull of the Netherworld through the Great Fissure attracted not only souls and bodies but also spiritual energy. As a result, the distribution of spiritual energy across the continent became extremely skewed.

The closer to the continent’s center where the Great Forest was located, the richer the spiritual energy, while it became rapidly scarce towards the periphery.

This extremely skewed distribution of spiritual energy had a tremendous impact on the formation of cultivation sects.

The competition was fierce in the center, where spiritual energy was abundant.

The stronger the sect, the closer their territory was to the Great Forest, while weaker sects were pushed to the periphery. The gap between the strong and the weak continued to widen.

The polarized scale of cultivation sects led to a significant number of recluses.

Recluses thought it better to abandon their weak sects in the periphery, where spiritual energy was nearly depleted, and become wanderers. Just in time, the outer layer of the Great Forest, governed by the spirit-wood tribe, was open to wanderers.

It was natural that weaker sects in the periphery crumbled, unable to withstand the continuous outflow of personnel.

The recluses who flocked to the outer layer and the spirit-wood tribe had formed a symbiotic relationship over the years. Today, recluses gathered in neutral cities like Taebongok to focus on their cultivation in Learning Street.

 Their main goal was to prove themselves through rigorous cultivation and enter a powerful sect under better conditions.

The instructor wrapped up the lecture neatly, explaining other helpful information and a few precautions for cultivation. The content was so enriching that the audience applauded.

Seoran joined in enthusiastically.

As the audience stood up, the instructor called out.

“Thank you once again, cultivators, for listening attentively to today’s lecture! I am the Master of Ascension, specializing in ascension processes. I also regularly conduct paid lectures for cultivators at the refining stage, so please take an interest!”

Many cultivators seemed intrigued by the mention of paid lectures.

The strategy of attracting students with free lectures, demonstrating her teaching prowess, and then promoting paid lectures was truly flawless.

As Seoran trudged out of the lecture hall, she thought.

So it was because of the Great Fissure.

No wonder there are so many recluses here compared to the Western Continent, and their level is relatively high. Most of the Eastern Continent’s recluses gather in the Great Forest to hone their skills and aim to enter powerful sects.

Seoran was looking forward to her future life on the Eastern Continent.

She felt a growing desire to stay in Learning Street and study every day.

She planned to take numerous puppet arts lectures first.

However, she needed a lot of spiritual stones for that.

Seoran stood at the street corner, pondering for a long time.

She needed a way to quickly gather a large amount of tuition.

She considered construction work, but with all the weaker sects dried up, except for the powerful ones, he doubted the demand for large-scale construction work.

At that moment, she overheard a conversation between two passing recluses.

“Ah, should I become an instructor too?”

“With your skills? No way.”

“Hey, what’s wrong with me?”

“The competition in the instructor industry is also fierce.”
“I heard some people give lectures every few days and make mountains of spiritual stones from the tuition fees.”
“That’s because they have something exceptional. Who would listen to your lectures when you barely succeeded in ascension?”

The two walked away, bickering.

A certain phrase stuck in Seoran’s ear.

Something exceptional, something others don’t have.

A brilliant idea struck him.

Seoran smirked wickedly and licked her lips.

**********

Learning Street in Taebongok was buzzing for the first time in a while.

It was because of an advertisement for a course by a new instructor.

In a place where countless lectures emerged and disappeared, it was tough for a newcomer’s advertisement to get attention.

Nevertheless, the new ad received mixed interest from cultivators due to its shocking content.

The advertisement read:

What is Resolution? (Regular Paid Lecture)

Instructor: Cultivator in the Resolution Stage, Ryu Seoran

Revealing the secret techniques of a giant Golden Elixir holder!


How to create a Golden Elixir the size of a Dragon Pearl!

You too can become a cultivator in the Resolution Stage!

(First lecture is free.)

It was unforgettable at first glance.

A novice instructor from a wandering background, and the lecture was titled “What is Resolution?”

She acted as if she had the dragon pearl in her mouth.

Never in the history of Learning Street had there been an instructor with such an arrogant advertising strategy.

Cultivators eagerly awaited the date of the first lecture.

Not a single naive wanderer on Learning Street believed in such an absurd advertisement.

Fortunately, it stated that the first class was free.

As the first class day approached, cultivators filled the lecture hall, ready to witness the scammer’s face.

When the scheduled time arrived, Seoran took the podium.

The cultivators using spiritual vision were astonished.

In Seoran’s dantian was a Golden Elixir larger than a fist.

The average size of a Golden Elixir for cultivators in the Resolution Stage was the size of a bean.

Occasionally, if a genius received extensive support from a powerful sect, they might create a Golden Elixir the size of a walnut.

Calling this a Golden Elixir was misleading; it was closer to a dragon pearl.

At that moment, the students realized something.

The advertisement stating “Revealing the secret techniques of a giant Golden Elixir holder, How to create a Golden Elixir the size of a Dragon Pearl” was no exaggeration.

Could the last line also be true?

Amidst anticipation and excitement, the first lecture began.

“Cultivation is transcendence, and transcendence is supplementation.”

With this opening sentence, the lecture proceeded smoothly.

The teachings of Yeomujin, a cultivator from the Five Great Sects of the Western Continent’s Black Bamboo Sect, who is considered closest to the Manifestation Stage.


The teachings of Damcheong, the small dragoness who was born as a mere carp and, after a thousand years of training, nearly reached ascension.

The teachings of these two giants were conveyed to the Eastern Continent through the mouth of the unprecedented genius in the history of the cultivation world, the youngest cultivator in the Resolution Stage, Ryu Seoran.

“This concludes the free lecture. If you wish to hear more, please enroll in the paid courses through spiritual stone payment. Thank you.”

On that day, the enrollment applications surged, causing the reception desk to be overwhelmed.

It was the highest record in the history of Learning Street.



 
  
    Chapter 64: Come, Taebongok


A monstrous newcomer has appeared.

A natural disaster has struck the once relaxed learning street.

Victims who couldn’t avoid the charging giant appeared in droves.

Famous lecturers with decades of experience, like Daehyeong Geumdan (a pseudonym), cursed the novice who knew nothing about business ethics.

The number of students attending his lectures had sharply declined.

He possessed an unusually large Geumdan, almost the size of a walnut, for a level-determining monk.

This slightly larger Geumdan quickly made him a famous lecturer.

Proud of his Geumdan’s size, his usual mantra was, “Anything smaller than mine isn’t a Geumdan.”

But the situation changed with Seoran’s arrival.

Unfortunately, both he and Seoran were lecturing on the exact same subject.

In this street, the winner took it all.

Eventually, he became the subject of gossip.

“Isn’t Daehyeong Geumdan a joke?”

“Yeah, the one who used to boast about his big Geumdan at every chance?”

“Yep, heard he lost all his students to the novice.”

“He became famous for his Geumdan size, not his lecturing skills. He should just change his pseudonym to Medium Geumdan now.”

Listening to the ridicule of his competitors, Daehyeong Geumdan chewed over his defeat.

He noticed the empty and lonely lecture room.

Before Seoran appeared, it used to be packed to the brim with students.

Daehyeong Geumdan meditated to collect his thoughts.

Those foolish and ignorant beings.

A monk’s worth isn’t solely in the size of his Geumdan.

What’s more important is the ability to control one’s spiritual power.

He regained his mental peace with this flexible shift in thinking.

However, no matter how good one is at self-rationalization, real-world problems don’t solve themselves.

Daehyeong Geumdan summoned all his assistant lecturers.

“You guys, go to his lecture and steal his vision.”

His loyal subordinates bowed and withdrew.

Daehyeong Geumdan planned to give the naive novice a brutal initiation typical of this field.

First, he would send people to steal all the lecture content.

Then, he would offer identical lectures and use his fame to claim that his version was the original in a muddy public opinion battle. After that, he only needed to wait.

Even if he did nothing, the followers he had amassed over decades would tear the opposing lecturer apart. Branded as a shameless thief of others’ teaching methods, the novice’s reputation would crumble like a bubble. Soon, the truth would be forgotten, and Daehyeong Geumdan would be recognized as the original.

Imagining a brilliant future where he would devour the arrogant newcomer and shine even more brightly, Daehyeong Geumdan smiled.

A few days later, the assistant lecturers returned and said,

“We couldn’t imitate it even after watching.”

The smile vanished from Daehyeong Geumdan’s face.

******

On the day the paid lecture began,

Seoran, standing on the podium, said,

“As I mentioned in the free lecture, the most important factor in forming the Geumdan is the ability to control your spiritual power. In the first session of this paid course, we will focus on the theory related to this.”

Seoran’s lecture began.

The students seated were soon divided into two groups.

One group listened attentively with satisfaction, while the other group had somewhat bored expressions.

This was inevitable.

Seoran’s lecture targeted those practicing the art of energy accumulation.

Though grouped under the same category, the students shared only their cultivation level and origin.

They were a mixed group with different life experiences, cultivation progress, and things learned.

The content of Seoran’s lecture was certainly thorough.

But it wasn’t beneficial to everyone.

A fifty-year-old who just succeeded in energy accumulation and a practitioner who had cultivated for over two hundred years were at different levels.

There were even those who had excelled in both theoretical foundation and practical cultivation, nearing the decisive stage.

Seoran’s fundamental lecture was excellent, but for true experts, it was just basic knowledge.

The lecture, marked by both satisfaction and dissatisfaction, ended.

But Seoran stopped the students who were about to leave the lecture room.

“We will now have a pop quiz. Please pass the quiz sheets to the person behind you. Once you’ve completed the questions, wait in your seats.”

The so-called pop quiz had massive quiz sheets.

It consisted of multiple-choice questions to test the understanding of decisive theory.

Once the hourglass ran out, the test ended.

Seoran began grading the quiz sheets.

It wasn’t difficult, as a single mistake would result in failure.

Showing the list of perfect scorers, Seoran said,

“All perfect scorers will advance to the intermediate class. Those who didn’t make it, don’t be disappointed. We will have daily quizzes to advance perfect scorers. The intermediate class will have a new schedule.”

Seoran’s differentiation strategy was splitting classes.

The lower class would keep learning decisive theory until they scored perfectly.

Meanwhile, those in the intermediate class, having established a theoretical foundation, would receive practical lessons needed for decisiveness.

These included meditation practices to improve the control of spiritual power.

Tapping the shoulder of a distracted student with a bamboo stick (named Tongtong), Seoran said,

“You need to maintain a consistent flow. If your spiritual power wavers like a reed, it’s evidence of insufficient control. Please focus a bit more.”

The students filtered into the intermediate class through quizzes were fewer compared to the lower class.

This allowed Seoran to pay more attention while teaching the same amount of time.

Though Seoran became busier with the increased number of practical lessons, the students’ satisfaction with the classes was high.

And even in the intermediate class, daily quizzes were given.

The very few students who advanced to the upper class received even more intensive instruction.

It was a decisively immersive process, learning through the body.

Seoran placed a hand on a student’s back and asked,

“Can you feel the energy moving inside you? From now on, I will demonstrate the Geumdan formation process with controlled energy. Think of the energy as your own spiritual power and follow slowly. You must remember this sensation.”

It was a remarkably realistic experience of the decisive process.

Seoran controlled the tiny amount of energy flowing within the student’s body with her Geumdan.

Since Seoran’s spiritual power would clash with the student’s, she had to simulate the decisive process with energy.


Of course, this feat was impossible for those with small Geumdans.

But the super-genius Ryu Seoran did it again.

The greatest challenge for practitioners during cultivation was the gap between theoretical foundation and practical execution.

Haphazardly accumulated cultivation was hard to balance and often became a shackle when advancing in stages.

Seoran used the class division and promotion system to harmonize the scattered achievements of the practitioners.

In the lower class, they laid the theoretical foundation.

In the intermediate class, they built practical execution.

In the advanced class, they experienced higher stages through simulations.

Seoran’s tiered classes were revolutionary.

It was the result of combining the thousand-year-old cultivation theories of Ojukmun, the six hundred years of trial and error by Damcheong, and the genius favored by the heavens, Ryu Seoran.

Other instructors couldn’t follow even if they were taught.

The summer course, which lasted two months, ended.

The new course “What is Decisiveness?” successfully produced one decisive stage practitioner.

Seoran shot to stardom overnight.

Three quarters passed.

The autumn course and winter course had long ended.

During that time, six more decisive stage practitioners were produced.

All the top-tier practitioners nearing the decisive stage flocked to Seoran’s lecture.

Seoran earned the honorable nickname “Sacred Geumdan.”

The courses were so popular that she hired many people.

The first administrative assistant, Tang Wonpyo, spoke.

“Lecturer Ryu, the year-end award ceremony committee has inquired about your attendance. They seem eager for you to attend. It’s only natural since you’re certain to win an award.”

Seoran, imitating a big shot, said,

“Tell them I will attend.”

“Yes, understood.”

After Dan Wonpyo left the lecturer’s office, Seoran took out a book from her sleeve.

The book was a statistical report for the second half of the year.

It was a publication by the Learning Street Management Committee.

With a joyful heart, Seoran turned the pages and opened to the earnings ranking chart for the year’s tuition fees.

This year, Seoran taught lectures on decisiveness.

There were many energy accumulation practitioners, but they had little wealth, while there were fewer decisive stage practitioners, but they were wealthy.

The most lucrative lecture target on Learning Street was precisely the energy accumulation practitioners.

There was a chart comparing the total tuition fees of the top ten earners.

The ink line indicating Seoran’s income shot up so high it seemed it would pierce the paper.

It was pitiful to see the nine ordinary earners laid out at the bottom to keep the overall proportions balanced.

A few days later, the year-end awards ceremony was held.

Naturally, Seoran won both the Lecturer of the Year and the Lecture of the Year awards.

She also shattered all other prestigious records.

She even exceeded the initial goals she had set.

Early in the morning as the new year dawned,

energy accumulation practitioners were clamoring at the registration office to apply for courses.

An unbelievable situation had unfolded.

“There are no lectures by Sacred Geumdan? What nonsense is this?”

“Move aside, I’ve been waiting since last fall!”

“Everyone, please calm down! Sacred Geumdan has not opened any spring courses! I mean, there are no lectures to register for!”

It was an unfathomable situation.

There was no one more famous on Learning Street than Sacred Geumdan, Instructor Ryu Seoran.

Especially after winning two awards at the year-end ceremony, she could rake in wealth if she just opened a lecture.

The shocking news that Seoran had not opened any lectures spread like wildfire across Learning Street.

It was the sudden retirement news of a famous instructor.

Naturally, countless rumors circulated.

She must have started a closed-door training to challenge for Origin Qi after earning a fortune.

A great sect must have recruited her for a colossal sum after hearing about her large Geumdan and theoretical achievements.

No, famous instructors, jealous of the rising star, must have joined forces to pressure her.

Everyone had a different theory, but they all agreed that a great star illuminating Learning Street had fallen.

But they were all wrong.

Sacred Geumdan, Ryu Seoran, had not left Taebongok.


Because she had signed up for numerous puppet arts classes.

As the spring courses began,

the instructor for “Joyful Learning: Basic Puppet Arts” couldn’t believe his eyes when he entered the assigned classroom.

The industry legend, Ryu Seoran, was sitting in the front row.

It felt like a comet had fallen from the sky.
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The instructor broke out in a cold sweat.

‘Joyful Learning of Basic Puppetry’ was an introductory course targeting rookie actors. Therefore, the instructor himself had only about fifty years of experience in puppetry, and was merely a puppeteer with no aspirations beyond that.

The Decision Making Monk, now claiming to be 241 years old, was hardly of interest to the instructor’s level.

In reality, all the students in the classroom were watching Seoran, a full-year-old, closely.

Due to assigned seating, the rookie actors who unavoidably sat around Seoran were visibly nervous. 

Until Seoran arrived, the atmosphere of friendly learning that had prevailed was shattered in an instant.

The instructor was trembling with fear.

Why is the Decision Making Monk here?

What intention does he have sitting here, anyway?

Could he possibly be mocking my limited learning?

The instructor imagined the worst-case scenario.

‘It was a terribly disappointing lecture.’

‘Don’t you know how to teach people?’

‘It seems you know the level of learning.’

In his imagination, Seoran poured out criticisms.

The plummeting evaluation of the lecture.

Repeated rejection of lecture proposals.

Finally, leaving behind his own familiar position.

The instructor shivered with intense fear.

But still, he did not flee.

Though not a famous instructor, he had his own sense of purpose.

Maintain a smiling face and polite demeanor.

Rather than filling time, impart valuable knowledge.

As the one who stands at the podium, always finish the class.

The instructor pressed on despite his fear.

“Hello, students. I am Suda Puppet, the instructor of ‘Joyful Learning of Basic Puppetry.’ Today, we will learn together about…”

And thus, the lecture began.

Suda Puppet lectured with genuine passion.

Injecting occasional humor and posing appropriate questions, he refreshed the stiff classroom atmosphere. Even the other students, who were stiffened by the presence of the rookie, gradually began to focus on the content of the class.

What felt like an eternity quickly came to an end.

Suda Puppet seemed on the verge of collapsing from extreme fatigue.

Yet, he never lost his smile until the end.

The center of attention, Ryu Seoran, stood up from his seat.

Then, he left the classroom with a quiet ‘hmm…’

It was a very small sound, but it resonated loudly like thunder in Suda Puppet’s ears.

The instructor left completely dejected.

‘Hmm…’ What meaning did that ‘hmm…’ carry?

Was it a sign that my lecture was inadequate?

In the end, did I fail as an instructor?

The office worker rushed to the distraught instructor.

“Suda Puppet, please take a look at this!”

“What is it?”

“It’s the course evaluation written by Senior Ryu!”

Suda Puppet hastily examined the evaluation form.

“The lecture is informative. 5/5.”

Seoran’s concise review was written there.

The brief message and high score left by the famous instructor felt like encouragement to a junior.

Suda Puppet shed warm tears in his heart.

So that’s how it is, I did it…

My lecture resonated with the students…

The path I’ve walked so far wasn’t wrong…

He gathered the courage to continue living as an instructor. Suda Puppet worked tirelessly through the night to prepare for the next class. He didn’t want to forget the overwhelming emotions he felt today.

His teaching skills improved day by day.

It was all thanks to the encouraging message Seoran had written.

Of course, that wasn’t Seoran’s intention.

Seoran had the habit from his past life of giving full marks in delivery reviews without much thought.

Originally, they were all just medicine if you didn’t know.

As spring passed and summer arrived, Seoran devoted himself solely to studying.

Here today, there tomorrow, even at night.

He explored puppetry, cutting down on sleep.

Seoran, who had thirsted for learning, blossomed in the eastern continent.

People wondered about Seoran.

Why was he so obsessed with puppetry?

No one, not even Seoran himself, knew.

What made Seoran a puppeteer?

Was it a childhood dream of becoming a mecha pilot?

Or was it the innate nature ingrained in his soul?

Whatever the reason, Seoran didn’t care.

Because this moment was too enjoyable.

So he didn’t really wonder.

But there were people who were genuinely curious.

“Senior Ryu, when will you teach the Decider course?”

Prospective students eagerly awaited Ryu Seoran’s course opening.

********

While having lunch together, Sansu asked a question.

“Senior Ryu, are you still studying puppetry?”

A friend eating together replied.

“Yeah, he attended seven classes yesterday alone.”

“Wow…”


Sighs of admiration flowed from the gathered Sansu.

“It’s been consistent for six months…”

“Just stop already…”

“What exactly is puppetry…”

“For the love of all that is good, please, please open a course…”

“I feel like I’m aging to death in this purgatory of puppetry…”

“Fall is almost here, you know…”

Amidst the gloomy atmosphere, someone spoke up.

“When the spirit stone runs out, will he finally open the course?”

An immediate rebuttal followed.

“When? After another ten, twenty years?”

San-su, offering a hopeful perspective, countered again.

“Ten years should be a reasonable wait, shouldn’t it?”

From the perspective of a seasoned puppetry monk, it made sense.

Seoran’s spirit stone fund wasn’t infinite.

If he believed in his 250-year lifespan and persevered diligently, he could endure.

But Seoran wasn’t so nonchalant.

“Senior Ryu, didn’t you multiply your spirit stone several times with investments in the Dae Surim Expedition?”

“How, how many times?”

“About ninefold?”

“In one investment?”

“No, diversified investments. Some of the expeditions were successful.”

The faint ember of hope was extinguished without a trace.

“Oh, don’t lie!”

“So you made money through investments?”

“The Dae Surim Expedition, wasn’t that all a scam?”

“Seriously lucky…”

“Ninety years isn’t real…”

The San-su group rapidly became despondent.

Would he have opened a course this quarter, they wondered, recalling how anxiously they had loitered around the registration desk.

Despite their earnest waiting, Seoran never opened the course.

Even if they paid an exorbitant amount of spirit stone, there was nothing they could do if the instructor himself refused.

Would he return if he got tired of studying puppetry?

Would he return if his spirit stone ran out?

Would he return for the anniversary of the course opening?

In truth, these were hopeful speculations with no basis.

But they were too desperate to ignore.

The San-su group alternated between hopeful anticipation and subsequent disappointment.

After finishing their meal, San-su declared firmly.

“I can’t wait any longer.”

“What will happen if you can’t wait?”

“I’m going to request the course to be opened right away.”

His friends around him tried to dissuade San-su.

“Wait, just calm down for a moment.”

“After all, you’re dealing with a senior monk.”

“Who knows what trouble this might cause.”

But San-su was stubborn.

“No, let me go. I have to do this.”

Pushing past his friends, San-su rushed ahead.

He didn’t go directly to the revered senior.

That would have been far too difficult.

San-su went to the assistant to the whole office, Tang wonpyo.

“Tang wonpyo, please, could you pass on our request…”

“Why are you asking me? What power do I have?”

“Well, you’re somewhat in a position to influence.”

“No, really…”

Unable to resist the earnest plea, Tang wonpyo went to Seoran.

And conveyed the fervent demand for the course.

Listening quietly, Seoran responded decisively.

“Then shall we do it once in the fall?”

The decision to open the fall course was thus confirmed.

The application Tang wonpyo submitted was swiftly processed.

Finally, the announcement for the course opening was posted on the bulletin board.

The news spread quickly throughout the realm of learning.

“Sacred Golden Decider’s Fall Course Confirmed!”

“What did you say?”

“Is it an official announcement? Not a false rumor like last time?”

“It’s posted on the registration board!”

“Really!”

“Everyone move aside!”

Once again, the registration system crashed.

There were too many students, so the course was split into two.

Thanks to Seoran’s willing agreement.

The eagerly awaited first day of the fall course arrived.

Seoran stood before many more people than the previous year.

And spoke the first sentence that everyone knew.

“Perfection transcends, and transcendence means supplementation.”

Despite a six-month hiatus, his skills remained unchanged.

That autumn, several Deciders were newly minted.

The remaining students also achieved remarkable accomplishments.

It was a happy, beautiful autumn for everyone.

Of course, it would have been even better without the end-of-term announcement.

“The winter course will not be offered.”

The students who had been waiting for the winter course lamented.

Their cries echoed like those of victims tortured in the underworld.

But Seoran had no choice either.

Last summer, Seoran was thrown into the eastern continent.

Three quarters teaching, two quarters studying, then one quarter teaching again.

Already, over a year and half has passed.

Since stepping on the landmine and disappearing, it’s been almost two years.

Seoran’s exile was becoming excessively long.

It was all due to repeatedly saying, “Just one more quarter…”

He couldn’t regain his senses due to his sweet ambition.

Of course, this couldn’t be helped either.

From the eastern continent to the western continent, it was a one-year journey.

Once he returned, revisiting was almost impossible.

Seoran constantly struggled.

The knowledge he could learn here felt too wasted…

But his factional concerns were probably worried.

What should I do about this?

Eventually, his heart leaned towards returning.

So, there were no winter courses scheduled.

It might never happen again.

Seoran couldn’t get rid of his regrets and kept whining.

Ah, I want to stay on the path of learning more.


How can I just deliver news?

I wish someone would deliver the letter instead.

Oh, letter delivery?

And this time, inspiration struck again.

It was truly a Eureka moment.
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The eastern continent and the western continent were far apart.

Traversing the vast ocean between the two continents was indeed a perilous journey.

To begin with, oceanic voyages themselves were half-suicidal acts. The common sense was that ships should only sail where the land is visible.

Moreover, a voyage that takes several years? One could say it was beyond the usual scale of understanding.

For reference, Columbus almost faced a mutiny after sailing for two months and fifteen days in search of a new continent.

However, after what seemed like an eternity, the veil of the unknown over the sea was lifted.

 It was a miracle built on the sacrifices of brave explorers who couldn’t tolerate empty spaces on maps. The sea routes thus discovered were called safe waters.

With thorough preparation, proper execution, and strong willpower, the sea was no longer a towering barrier dividing the world.

Instead, it became a link connecting the divided continents.

Every time Seoran attended a lecture related to the sea, aiming to return home, the same thought crossed her mind.

It feels like space travel.

Long-term voyages, distant destinations, empty voids.

The similarities between space and the sea were striking.

Naturally, her thoughts drifted in that direction.

Considering a means to send a letter to the western continent, it was almost inevitable that Seoran would think of rockets.

Placing a letter in a bamboo rocket and launching it westward was akin to a castaway putting a letter in a glass bottle and throwing it into the vast ocean.

The operation was named “Intercontinental Rocket Delivery.”

Of course, the chances of success were astronomically low.

The fuel could run out midway, or it could encounter flying monsters or storms and be shot down. However, Seoran’s overly bold mindset was undeterred by such difficulties.

If the probability was low, she just needed to rely on quantity.

Seoran left Taebongok Valley temporarily.

She then flew straight to the westernmost part of the eastern continent and settled on a rocky island.

There were no major sects nearby.

Seoran utilized all the knowledge of puppetry she had learned over the past year at Taebongok Valley.

Considering the flying distance, numerous functions were required.

He reduced the weight through miniaturization, improved the fuel efficiency of the propulsion system, and even added a small self-charging function.

The completed bamboo rocket was about knee-high.

Inside, she placed items to be sent to the western continent.

And she launched it straight to the west.

Make, load, launch.

Seoran continuously repeated this process.

As she became more skilled at manufacturing, the mass production speed increased.

Eventually, she was launching one rocket every few breaths.

The rocky island used as material became smaller and smaller.

Winter soon ended, and spring arrived. Seoran stopped launching rockets into the vast ocean.

She had carved away the entire rocky island.

“One of them must have arrived by now, right?”

Seoran returned to Taebongok Valley.

Having sent her regards, it was time to resume her studies.

**********

The bamboo rockets encountered countless obstacles as they crossed the vast ocean.

Due to propulsion system malfunctions.

Due to the depletion of their fuel, spiritual energy.

Due to misdirection.

Due to encountering storms.

Due to being struck directly by lightning.

Due to colliding with flying monsters.

Due to being sucked into the center of the world.

Due to being caught in the grasp of some dragon. Due to being drawn in by unknown forces.

Only a tiny fraction of the rockets reached the western sea. However, none of them ever made it to land. The rockets, their lifespans exhausted, plummeted.

They continued to sink.

As the depth increased, the surroundings grew darker.

They descended to the deep sea, where sunlight couldn’t reach.

And then, they found light again.

An eternal brilliance in the perpetual darkness.

A magnificent dragon palace made of glowing corals.

A city of the merfolk, who lived and died by their faith.

This was the deep-sea headquarters of the merfolk cult.

As a group of merfolk prepared to embark on a regular pilgrimage, strange stone cylinders fell from above.

“Huh?”

The first-class believer, Hong Rin-eo, who was struck on the head, picked up the mysterious ocean debris.

It looked just like the bamboo shoots seen in the sacred land.

While fiddling with it, the cylinder suddenly split in half, dropping a bead.

Hong Rin-eo examined the bead carefully.

“…”

It looked like some sort of spiritual device.

He infused it with spiritual energy as a test. Suddenly, a song began to play.

‘The young princess is taken to a neighboring country.

Far to the east, far to the east she goes. Leaving behind her family and friends.

The carriage she came in is long broken.

She misses the west that awaits her. The young princess steps towards home.’

Hong Rin-eo was shocked.

“It’s the voice of the Great Earth Mother!”

The bead was a part of a puppet made by Seoran.

When infused with spiritual energy, a recorded sound would play.

It could be aptly named ‘Ryu Seoran’s Golden Record.’

The choice of a song instead of a letter was for security reasons.

This way, even if someone picked it up and read the lyrics, they wouldn’t be able to decipher the true meaning.

The method to create the recorder was learned in a puppetry class.


Incidentally, the song was a new composition by Seoran.

The recorder was offered as a tribute to Damcheong.

After confirming the contents, Damcheong conveyed it to the leadership.

The leadership of the Ojukmun was convened once again.

In the quiet room where over a hundred Determination-level investigators had gathered, Seoran’s self-composed song resonated clearly as it ended.

The song was filled with metaphors only understood by those familiar with it.

The leadership easily deciphered the hidden message.

“So, she was in the Eastern Continent.”

“No wonder we couldn’t find her no matter how much we searched.”

“At least it’s a relief that she’s safe.”

“Judging by the lyrics, it seems like she’s on her way back?”

“It seems correct to interpret it that way.”

“Phew, that means she’ll be back within a few years.”

“If she sent the message right away, she could be halfway back by now.”

“Finally, we can be at ease.”

The Ojukmun leadership felt greatly relieved.

They interpreted the last part of the lyrics to mean, “I am coming to the Western Continent now.”

Of course, that was not Seoran’s intention at all.

She simply preferred the symmetrical structure of the song.

Seoran was still at Taebongok.

**********

After sending her regards, Seoran (26 years old) made a decision.

I’ll study just until the end of this year and then set off.

I’ll present Ojukmun with the puppetry techniques of the Eastern Continent.

And while I’m at it, I’ll earn some spirit stones too.

The following year, Seoran (27 years old) still hadn’t left.

If I study just a bit more, I feel like I’ll gain some insights.

My recent investments in the expedition teams have been successful, right?

I’ll return home in glory and repay Ojukmun.

The spring came again, and Seoran (28 years old) grumbled.

“Ah, I’m bored. There’s not a single interesting lecture.”

It had been five years since she had teleported there.

Without stepping a foot outside Taebongok, she wandered the street of learning, looking only for puppetry lectures.

She even attended seven lectures a day.

She had long since acquired all the knowledge that could be bought.

Seoran was suffering from severe content exhaustion.

Of course, there were many hidden puppet techniques.

The easiest examples were the secret knowledge that the great sects of the Eastern Continent had guarded for generations.

But an outsider could never obtain them.

So Seoran ran out of things to do.

She had given up on giving Determination-level lectures long ago.

Thanks to her successive investment successes, she no longer needed the meager income from labor.

She couldn’t care less about the spirit stone rich Seoran despite the cries of the Augury-level investigators.

From then on, it was all about studying.

Studying, studying, and more studying.

Regardless of the changing seasons, she remained secluded in Taebongok.

It was getting to the point where it started to feel like home.

Thanks to this, her puppetry skills improved drastically.

She even completed the advanced techniques she couldn’t have attempted alone.

This meant she had become a true puppeteer, capable of creating puppets that could use magic.

While idling around, she suddenly thought of Ojukmun.

“Should I stop by the auction house and then head home?”

Seoran had amassed a mountain of spirit stones.

She couldn’t carry such a huge amount all the way back.

She needed to exchange them at the auction house for smaller, more valuable, high-priced items.

She went to Myeonara, located outside the Great Forest.

It was a mundane kingdom ruled by Sangryongmun, where the largest auction in the Eastern Continent was held.

It was also where Seoran and Tang wonpyo had met.

Seoran participated in the highest-grade auction.

Usually, they were selective about who they allowed in, but a well-known lecturer from Taebongok was an exception.

She sat in her designated seat and looked around.

Everyone present belonged to a major sect.

Most were at the Determination level, with a few Original Infant stage cultivators.

They were probably attending as representatives of their sects rather than as individuals.

While engrossed in the spectacle, the auction began.

The first item was a bottle of elixirs.

It was said that regular consumption would strengthen bones and muscles and extend life by a few years.

The effects were extraordinary.

Seoran was the first to signal a bid.

Other cultivators continued to raise the price.

After a repeated bidding war, the elixirs were taken by a representative of a major sect.

Seoran felt a bit disappointed but quickly brushed it off.

After all, it was just the first item.

She decided to save her funds for better auction items that would come later.

The auction continued.

There were eggs of powerful spirit beasts, spirit plants over a thousand years old, ancient relics from the depths of the Great Forest, magical artifacts made from the finest materials, and fragments of magical treasures that had accidentally fallen into the human world.

Of course, Seoran could only watch.

Everyone else had too much money.

The third-to-last auction item was the Millennial Earthenwood.

Despite being just wood, it contained the essence of the earth and could be used as a primary material for earth-element puppets.

It was something Seoran desperately needed.

So she immediately jumped into the bidding.

The price soared to unimaginable heights.

Seoran was prepared to spend her entire fortune.

But in the auction house, money was everything.

The Millennial Earthenwood ended up with another major sect.

The final bid was far beyond Seoran’s entire fortune.


No matter how wealthy an individual was, there was no competing with the resources of sects that had existed for thousands of years.

In the end, Seoran left the auction empty-handed.

She left the auction house feeling desolate.

She hated the entrenched sects.

And she desperately wanted the Millennial Earthenwood.
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The central area of Taebongok, the entertainment district.

It was a place where cultivators gathered to enjoy drinking and dancing.

Incidentally, it was located right next to the learning district.

Not exactly a fitting combination, but who in their right mind would only study all the time?

Night, the time when the street shone the brightest, had arrived.

Cultivators who had either studied hard today or decided to play just for today gathered one by one.

Those with money were on the main street, those without in the alleys.

A man sitting in a shabby tavern shouted.

“The way the Eastern Continent’s cultivation world is going is unacceptable!”

For the record, until just a moment ago, they were discussing how delicious the food was.

It was a very abrupt topic change.

But that’s how drunk people usually are.

Similarly drunk friends also raised their voices.

“You’re absolutely right!”

“The major sects are devouring the Eastern Continent!”

“The various problems they cause have gone too far!”

The drinking atmosphere became even more heated.

The gathered men incessantly condemned the negative impact major sects had on the cultivation world.

They were all so drunk their faces were flushed red.

Even though being at the Storage stage meant they wouldn’t get drunk, these passionate men were just at the Condensation stage, so it couldn’t be helped.

Regardless of the era or place, when men gather and have a drink, political debates typically start.

So, they followed this universal law.

Today’s topic was “Is the Eastern Continent okay as it is?”

Of course, it wasn’t okay.

“To begin with, the imbalance of spiritual energy between regions is too severe. Other than the major sects that are settled near the Great Forest, there are no proper sects. All the hermits are desperately cultivating to join the top ten sects.”

“That’s right, major sects are becoming increasingly powerful with abundant spiritual energy while minor sects are gradually dying off. All the spiritual energy in the mountains and fields has dried up. The land available for cultivation is decreasing every year, so the outlook is too bleak.”

“Polarization and the depletion of spiritual energy are issues, but the most serious problem is that minor sects are disappearing completely. Who would cultivate in the borderlands in this age? They’d rather live as hermits in the Great Forest. At least there’s plenty of spiritual energy here.”

“Did you hear the news the other day? An elder in the Storage stage was wandering around the outskirts looking for disciples and found a single Sunroot. Do you know how old that Sunroot was? Over fifty years old, they said.”

“Wow, no wonder there are no cultivators in the Manifestation stage coming from the Eastern Continent. With all the minor sects closing down and the influx of new cultivators dropping sharply, what’s the point of a Sunroot being born? They don’t even know their innate talents and die digging the earth all their life.”

“When was the last time a cultivator in the Manifestation stage appeared? Around ten thousand years ago?”

“That sounds about right.”

“The Eastern Continent is truly doomed.”

“It’s all because of the Great Rift.”

“Yes, you’re right.”

The decline of the Eastern Continent’s cultivation world was accelerating.

Their future seemed bleak.

The passionate men suddenly grew despondent.

At that moment, a girl chimed in.

“The major sects are to blame.”

The men were startled and looked towards the voice.

A girl who had silently joined their table was none other than Ryu Seoran, who had left the top-tier auction empty-handed, defeated by the major sects’ financial might.

Seoran, sipping a juice instead of the alcohol that didn’t affect her, spoke.

“Listening from afar, you all seem to have a lot of spirit. You’re talents fit to harbor ambitions of managing the world. So, if I may ask you something?”

The men readily agreed to her suggestion.

Though they couldn’t use spiritual sight due to their lack of power, they could tell she was someone significant just by her attire.

Seeing a senior of such stature sobered them up a bit.

“Today, I spent all day walking around the shopping district. But what a sight it was! Every shop selling puppet materials only had low-quality goods. I couldn’t find any high-grade items at all. Do you know where I could find some?”

It was true.

After missing out on the Thousand-Year Earth Spirit Wood, Seoran had sat dejectedly in front of the auction house before realizing something. 

Rare items that might appear in a top-tier auction were inherently out of reach for an individual buyer. It was obvious that the financial growth of the major sects was much faster than the rate at which she could earn money from her lectures.

If she got greedy, she might never return to the Western Continent, even after a hundred years.

Thinking of the Ojukmun family waiting for her, Seoran decided to set aside her desires as a puppet master.

She planned to buy some reasonably good-quality items and head back.

However, even after a whole day of searching the shopping district, all she found were subpar materials.

She wasn’t hoping for something as rare as the Thousand-Year Earth Spirit Wood.

She would have been content with Hundred-Year Earth Spirit Wood or top-grade Black Stone.

But all she could find were a few decades-old Earth Spirit Wood or mid-grade Black Stone.

Ultimately, she ended up wandering into a tavern, feeling disheartened.

The answer to Seoran’s question came immediately.

“Ah, it’s hard to find high-grade items these days.”

“Why is that?”

“For the past few years, the top ten sects have been hoarding high-quality materials indiscriminately. Puppet materials, artifact materials, pill ingredients—they don’t discriminate. As a result, there’s a severe shortage of high-grade items in the market.”

“So, there’s no hope until the top ten sects resell them at high prices a few years later?”

“They might not sell them for decades. The value of these materials increases with age. In extreme cases, they might lock them up for nearly a hundred years.”

“So, the only option is to pay a premium to the exploration teams directly…”

“The discoveries of exploration teams heavily funded by major sects are prioritized for distribution through auctions. And once the auction begins, the top ten sects buy everything.”

Seoran was left with a bitter taste.

This wasn’t the answer she wanted to hear, but it confirmed the grim reality she had already suspected.

The man continued to explain the distribution process in greater detail. Most exploration teams were funded by the major sects. 

Consequently, the vast majority of resources discovered in the Great Forest ended up in the hands of the top ten sects through the auction houses. 

This sequential distribution structure—from the Great Forest, to the exploration teams, to the auction houses—completely blocked any possibility of direct transactions.

The major sects monopolized all cultivation materials, controlling supply, demand, and prices.

 This corrupt conglomerate dominated not only the areas rich in spiritual energy but also the entire wealth of the Eastern Continent. 

It was no wonder Seoran had been utterly defeated at the auction.

Seoran felt a burning desire to crush these major sects.

Just as her delicate, beautiful eyebrows were about to knit into a sharp expression, one of the silent men spoke up.

“But aren’t you a practitioner at the culmination stage, senior? You’re famous on Scholar’s Street with the nickname ‘Sacred Forbidden.’

Why not join one of the top ten sects? You could enter any of them by simply knocking on their door.”

Seoran shook her head.


“I don’t want to belong to a sect.”

She had briefly considered joining a sect just to grab the rare materials and then escape, but she didn’t want to go that far. 

Betraying Ojukmun was also out of the question, so she had long given up on the Thousand-Year Earth Spirit Wood.

“What material are you looking for?”

“The Thousand-Year Earth Spirit Wood.”

“Then you might want to participate in the Mimos Tournament. It’s held once every hundred years, and this happens to be the year. If you rank within the top three, you can get one of the Thousand-Year Five Elements Woods. It’s worth a try.”

“Where is it?”

“Pardon?”

“Where do I register for the tournament?”

The man stammered as he gave her the location of the registration office.

Memorizing the location, Seoran sprang to her feet. She vanished like a gust of wind.

The men, now fully sober, exchanged glances.

“We should head out too.”

“Good idea.”

“Not much point in drinking more.”

“Still, we drank a lot tonight.”

“The bill will be hefty.”

“We’ll manage if we tighten our belts for a while.”

The men got up clumsily and headed to the counter to settle their bill.

The owner, standing at the counter, said, “Your tab has already been paid by a lady who left earlier.”

The men were startled.

“What!”

“As expected of Sacred Forbidden!”

“Thank you, senior!”

“This is the magnanimity of a culmination-stage practitioner!”

The faces of the lower-level cultivators, who barely scraped by each day, lit up with smiles.

***********

At the Mimos Tournament registration desk, the attendant spoke.

“Where is your paired Five Elements Facewood? The Mimos Tournament does not allow proxy registrations. The gardener and the Five Elements Facewood must come together to fill out the paperwork.”

Seoran, who had applied without knowing what the tournament was about, was flustered and had to ask.

“Five Elements Facewood?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“You mean I need a partner?”

“That’s right. Why do you keep asking?”

Determined to clarify, Seoran asked one more time, “A partner? Me and the Five Elements Facewood?”


“Security!”

Seoran was escorted out of the registration office. She held a pamphlet outlining the tournament’s requirements. 

This tournament was not something she could enter alone. The Mimos Tournament was a competition to find the most beautiful tree, requiring both a gardener and a Five Elements Facewood. 

It was essentially a combination beauty contest for trees and their cultivators.

With just thirty days left until the registration deadline, Seoran had to find herself a tree companion within a month.



 
  
    Chapter 68: Dancing With The Trees


The Eastern Continent has highly advanced puppetry.

To be precise, most other disciplines were eliminated.

Seoran primarily attended puppet arts lectures in the Street of Learning because she wanted to.

But it was also true that the variety of lectures was lacking.

This was all due to the excellence of the Five Element Puppets.

The Five Element Puppets are born with random attributes.

If they are born with the Fire Spirit Qi, they are Fire Puppets; if born with the Wood Spirit Qi, they are Wood Puppets; and so on.

The name Five Element Puppets comes from the fact that all five elemental spirits exist within the species.

These trees frequently pruned their branches for beauty and health, and these byproducts were called Five Element Wood.

If a tree was over a hundred years old, it was classified as Hundred-Year Five Element Wood; if over a thousand years old, it was called Thousand-Year Five Element Wood.

The Thousand-Year Earth Spirit Wood that Seoran coveted was essentially a branch pruned by a thousand-year-old Earth Puppet.

This is why the giant spirit trees dominating the forest canopy didn’t block the entrance of the Mountain Sage Collective. They needed human gardeners, as their own clumsy hands couldn’t perform satisfactory pruning.

Like the relationship between a hairdresser and a client, the Five Element Puppets required human gardeners.

After a satisfactory pruning, the Five Element Puppets would give the pruned branches to the gardeners. Although these branches were mere offshoots to the giant trees, to humans, they were like massive logs.

Both gardeners and Five Element Puppets enjoyed a happy symbiotic relationship.

Most of the Five Element Wood distributed in the market was used for making puppets.

Puppet masters preferred wood as their primary material.

Turning inanimate objects into living beings is the ultimate goal of puppetry.

Therefore, wood, originally part of a living being, was considered the best material for puppetry.

Moreover, the wood of the Five Element Puppets harmonized well with any type of elemental magic without resistance.

Due to the different attributes of the wood, Fire Spirit Wood worked well with purification magic, and Metal Spirit Wood with refining magic, without reducing efficiency.

Puppetry combined pure magical characteristics with pure mechanical characteristics.

The quality of the puppeteer’s skills was half of what made a good puppet.

The other half was the quality of the materials.

This was why puppetry became mainstream in the Eastern Continent.

Its efficiency, versatility, and even the upper limits were high. Those not using puppetry were considered fools. Consequently, most other magic and devices fell out of use.

The number of puppet masters gradually increased, and everyone wanted to get their hands on Five Element Wood.

As a result, tragedy struck.

A particularly malicious sect caused trouble.

Instead of fair pruning, they attempted to secure a large quantity of Five Element Wood by beheading the giant spirit trees.

After killing the first Five Element Puppet, the sect proclaimed,

“Why prune stingily? Chop the whole thing, and you get double the wood.”

“Do it quickly, more materials will come.”

Envy is painful when someone else gains an advantage.

To cure my stomachache, I had to buy some land as well.

It even seemed incredibly easy watching others do it.

In the end, the Great Sect Coalition flocked to the Great Forest, resulting in an unprecedented tragedy.

They literally ended up fighting against nature itself.

High-level spells filled the air, and even the most powerful cultivators died like flies.

For the masters of the Great Forest, it was a comedy.

After winning the defensive war, the Five Element Puppets expelled all the major sects from the forest.

However, they spared the weak gardeners.

They still needed gardeners to do the pruning.

This led to the creation of the neutral city, Taebon Valley.

********

Seoran first headed to the Street of Arts.

It was the place where gardeners gathered.

She intended to work while looking for a partner.

At the Artists’ Guild, where she went to register her business, the receptionist asked,

“Would you like to register as an official gardener with the Artists’ Guild?”

“No.”

“If you join now, you’ll get support for advertising costs and rental discounts. Are you sure?”

“There’s also a clause that says I have to auction off all my pruning rewards. No thanks.”

Seoran became a gardener because she needed puppet materials.

No matter how good the Artists’ Guild benefits were, she couldn’t accept the condition of handing over Five Element Wood to the auction house. So, she registered as a non-member gardener.

And she got a harsh taste of reality when she went to secure a place of business.

“This property is only for guild members.”

“What about this building?”

“This too is a guild-only rental property.”

“Seriously…”

“Would you like to join the guild?”

“No.”

Seoran had amassed great wealth through her teaching career.

However, as a non-guild member, she had to set up shop in a remote alley instead of the bustling streets.

No matter how much money she had, she couldn’t get a permit.

The same thing happened when she applied for outdoor advertising.

“I’d like the largest billboard, please.”

The advertising installer responded,

“Are you a guild member?”

“No. Then, can I get a medium-sized one?”

“A signboard would be possible.”

“Uh…”

“Would you like to join the Artists’ Guild?”

“No.”

The people from the Artists’ Guild were extremely persistent.

The group sustained by the sponsorship of the Geodaemun faction was desperate to impress those who could pay.

They continued to convert gardeners into association members, fulfilling their quota of selling off geomancer trees to auctions.

The Artists’ Association was ostensibly an independent group, but in reality, it was almost like a subsidiary institution of the Geodaemun faction.

Even though entry into Geodaemun was prohibited, they could indirectly influence matters thanks to them.


They monopolized key locations in the Art Street with overwhelming financial power, implementing discriminatory policies.

The Geomancer Trees were not interested in such trivial issues, which made matters worse.

In the end, Seoran barely managed to get one signboard. It was a shoddy item made of palm-sized cloth.

Yellow cards were accumulating rapidly in her mind.

Seoran cursed silently as she made her way to the storefront.

What kind of board game was this?

If you occupy a whole street, do you have to pay double for passage?

It was so dirty she couldn’t stand it.

While grumbling, she tidied up the shabby storefront and wrote an advertising slogan on the signboard.

“We make you special!”

Unknown gardener Ryu Seoran appeared on Art Street. Surprisingly, no one paid any attention.

********

Only ten days left until the deadline. Seoran did her best.

Holding a small signboard with the advertising slogan, she promoted energetically on the bustling street.

She even had to raise the signboard high to compensate for her small stature due to the ban on aerial advertisements.

But it was all in vain.

To the giant geomancer trees towering several times larger than the baobabs on Earth, Seoran was invisible.

It was like an ant shouting loudly but unheard by an elephant.

If only she could afford a giant billboard, she wouldn’t have faced such cold indifference.

It was a day cold and snowy, a time when a match girl wandering the streets could keenly feel the chill in her heart.

Seoran gradually grew despondent. Those who are full just with attention can starve without it.

Even her loud voice was beginning to fade away.

That’s when someone asked Seoran,

“Are you participating in the Beautiful Tree Competition?”

Seoran looked up. Thick legs made of tree roots were visible. As she tilted her head back, thick stems, arms, a face, and lush branches growing above her head came into view. It was a walking tree giant, an Ent.

With a hesitant look on his face, he hesitated,

“Um, aren’t you?”

Seoran shouted loudly,

“No, I’m a participant!”

Upon hearing that, the tree’s face brightened slightly. After finishing her sentence, Seoran waited for the tree’s response. 

But the Ent just mumbled without saying anything. So Seoran just spoke first.

“Are you planning to participate in the Beautiful Tree Competition?!”

 Seoran shouted loudly, fearing he might not hear her. Fortunately, it seemed he heard her.

His expression became more thoughtful than before. 

“Um, I’m sorry. Please forget the question I just asked.”

Seoran grabbed the departing Ent by the arm.

“Wait, wait!”

“Are you interested in participating in the Beautiful Tree Competition?! If you’re interested, let’s join the competition together! I don’t have a partner yet!”

. “I originally wanted to… but upon reconsideration, I don’t feel confident, and it seems like a foolish idea. Anyway, I’m sorry for bothering you.”

Seoran persisted, “Why aren’t you confident?!”

“I have thick stems and branches… Anyway, I’m just not confident.”

“No, you’re a very impressive tree!”

Seoran didn’t quite understand the Ent’s self-awareness, but she spoke sincerely in her own way. From a human perspective, the giant tree in front of her was indeed impressive enough.

“Me? What’s impressive about me?”

 “Your upright stem is truly tree-like!”

 “Really?”

“Yes!”

“I might end up making you a laughingstock because of me.”

“It’s okay, I’m a beginner too!”

By the way, Seoran’s experience as a gardener lasted only a few days. She had done it briefly for fun before archaeological remains were discovered. For now, she planned to apply for participation and practice.

After a brief hesitation, the Ent seemed to make up his mind. 

“Alright, let’s go to the Beautiful Tree Competition together.”

Seoran smiled broadly and exclaimed, “Then shall we start with our team name!?”

“I’m called Geodeun Julgi.'”

“I’m Ryu Seoran! Nice to meet you!”


“Nice to meet you too.”

The Ent greeted her with a small gesture.

Seoran vigorously waved the signboard instead of shaking hands. The signboard read:

‘We make you special!’

An unknown gardener and a timid tree became partners.



 
  
    Chapter 69: Dancing With The Trees – 2


Registration was completed in an instant.

Afterward, Seoran and Geodeun Julgi returned to a shabby establishment and sat together, chatting amicably.

The Beautiful Tree Competition would continue until fall.

It would be problematic if they felt awkward with each other while participating together.

Through their conversation, Seoran learned that Geodeun Julgi was a little over two hundred years old.

So, Geodeun Julgi asked Seoran to speak comfortably, and Seoran readily agreed. Having lived under a false age for nearly five years, Seoran was somewhat absorbed in the persona.

Seoran, sitting on Geodeun Julgi’s shoulder, asked, “So, what are the evaluation criteria for the Beautiful Tree Competition?”

“They combine beauty scores and dance scores to determine the ranking. There are five judges, one for each attribute.”

“Oh, I see.”

 “Did you not know? Most gardeners are aware of this.”

“I registered as a gardener less than a month ago.”

“So, you’re a true beginner. But why did you suddenly decide to participate in the Beautiful Tree Competition? There are many smaller competitions for new gardeners, isn’t this big one overwhelming?”

, “I want to get the Cheonnyeon Toyeongmok.”

“Ah, so that’s why you advertised that you could make someone a star. You can choose one of the Cheonnyeon Ohhaengmok if you place in the top three.”

Seoran didn’t quite understand but nodded anyway.

“Yeah, something like that.”

Silence fell between them.

As they were still getting to know each other, their conversation frequently paused.

Seoran and Geodeun Julgi rolled their eyes, thinking of new topics to discuss.

Seoran found one first.

“But the Beautiful Tree Competition includes dance scores, right? Can you dance? Have you learned it before?”

Geodeun Julgi picked up the conversation.

“Yes, I’ve been practicing intermittently for the past hundred years.”

“That’s impressive. That means you started preparing from the year the last Beautiful Tree Competition was held. It would have been a shame if you hadn’t competed this year.”

Geodeun Julgi laughed.

“Hehe, indeed.”

Seoran laughed too.

“Hehe.”

Another moment of silence.

 “Could you show me a dance?”

“Uh, that’s a bit embarrassing.”

“But you have to dance on stage for the competition anyway.”

“You’re right.”

It made sense when they thought about it.

Geodeun Julgi hesitated but then stood up, placing Seoran on the ground.

Then, they started dancing with smooth movements.

After the impromptu dance ended, Seoran clapped enthusiastically.

“Wow, you’re really good! Have you practiced a lot?”

“It’s the first time I’ve shown it to someone. Was it okay?”

“Yeah, it was really beautiful. But I’d like to see you dance with a bit more confidence. You seemed a bit timid. Other than that, it was perfect.”

“Confidence, right. My dance teacher always said the same, but it’s hard to fix.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make you look beautiful. Leave the decorations and pruning to me. You focus on practicing your dance with the mindset of winning first place.”

 “First place? Wasn’t our goal third place?”

 “Third place? Not at all.”

“Then why did you use the phrase ‘make you a star’ in the advertisement? I thought that meant aiming for third place.”

“A star? What does that mean?”

Seeing Seoran’s expression, Geodeun Julgi realized. This person really had no idea.

So, he began to explain step by step.

The Beautiful Tree Competition.

A contest held every hundred years to select the most beautiful tree.

There are male and female categories.

Preliminary rounds are held within the same attribute, and the top five from the preliminaries advance to the finals.

In the finals, twenty-five participants compete in beauty and dance to determine first, second, and third places.

First place is the Ilmimok, symbolizing the sun.

Second place is the Wolmimok, symbolizing the moon.

Third place is the Seongmimok, symbolizing the stars.

The phrase “becoming a star” in relation to the Beautiful Tree Competition is a common idiom meaning to place third.

After hearing this explanation, Seoran understood why she had received so little attention.

The advertisement phrase she had shouted at the top of her lungs bizarrely meant she would make them third place. For those knowledgeable about the Beautiful TreeCompetition, it was a confusing declaration.

Having learned something new, Seoran asked, “Who was the last Ilmimok? I’d like to know for reference when planning how to decorate.”

“The previous Ilmimok was a Hwa Yeonginmyeonmok named Burning Branch. Their dance skills and adorned beauty were outstanding. They were the youngest Ilmimok ever, truly amazing.”

“Burning Branch? Is that their name?”

“Yes, that’s right. They inherited the name from their grandmother, who was also a Hwa Yeongin myeonmok, and they were always proud of it.”

“Really? You seem to know a lot about them. Are you two close?”

“No, not really. We just happened to talk a few times.”

“I see.”

Silence fell again, and the topic changed.

The two chatted until it got dark and then fell asleep.

********

That night,  Geodeun Julgi had a dream.

In the dream, she was in her childhood form.

With thick branches and a trunk for a girl, and always an intimidated expression.

 Geodeun Julgi was a very timid tree.

She couldn’t get along well with her peers and spoke little because she was overly concerned about making mistakes.

She had given up, thinking she was destined to live alone, and envied her pretty and confident peers. Flaming Branch was one of them.

A beautiful branch blazing brightly, a smooth trunk unlike her own, and a firm belief in herself.

She couldn’t participate in the Beautiful Tree competition because she was only fifty, a young age, but she shone like the sun. She often thought she could never stand in the same place as such a Beautiful Tree.

But by chance, the opportunity came.

Flaming Branch, who always had followers, and  Geodeun Julgi, who was always alone.


The two trees were left alone together by chance.

Although she doesn’t remember exactly,  Geodeun Julgi stared blankly at Flaming Branch.

Sensing her gaze, Flaming Branch asked,

“Why are you looking at me?”

 Geodeun Julgi immediately apologized.

“Sorry… You’re so beautiful…”

Flaming Branch laughed heartily and said,

“Really? Thank you for the compliment. You are beautiful too.”

Confused,  Geodeun Julgi asked,

“Where?”

Flaming Branch answered,

“Your posture is very straight, you have the qualities to shine like a star.”

“Th-thank you…”

She doesn’t remember what happened before or after the conversation.

But the conversation with Flaming Branch remains vividly in her memory even after one hundred and fifty years.

It was an unforgettable memory for  Geodeun Julgi.

When the dream ended,  Geodeun Julgi woke up.

The old face of Flaming Branch from her childhood came to mind.

As soon as she turned a hundred, she entered the Beautiful Tree competition.

And she became Ilmok with an overwhelming score.

Her radiant beauty and graceful dance moves.

The poise she showed after winning first place in the Beautiful Tree competition.

She was truly a tree that shone like the sun.

That sight captivated Geodeun Julgi.

After the competition, she immediately began learning dance.

The practice she repeated every day for the past hundred years made Geodeun Julgi an excellent dancer.

Her admiration for Flaming Branch changed her.

But she couldn’t take that last step.

I want to be like Flaming Branch!

Can I become like that?

She said I had the qualities to become a star!

Was it just a polite compliment?

I want to participate in the Beautiful Tree competition!

What if I enter and end up being laughed at?

 Geodeun Julgi wanted change but was afraid.

In the end, overwhelmed with thoughts, she went out for a walk.

She wanted to relax, walking through the quiet night streets.

Slowly, she lifted her large body.

And  Geodeun Julgi saw it.

Under the bright full moon, she saw the gardener who would participate in the Beautiful Tree competition with her.

Seoran was not yet asleep, even at the late hour.

She was molding clay by the light of the moon.

Seeing the awakened  Geodeun Julgi, Seoran spoke.

“Oh, did I wake you up with the noise?”

“No, I just couldn’t sleep…”

“Phew, that’s a relief.”

Seoran continued what she had been doing.

A clay leg made of roots, a trunk and branches, and a face.

The clay, seen up close, resembled  Geodeun Julgi.

 Geodeun Julgi asked,

“What are you doing at this late hour?”

Seoran replied,

“I was thinking about how to decorate you. Personally, I think it would be good to highlight our straight and sturdy trunk as a strength. You said it was a disadvantage, but to me, it looks really cool.”

“So you haven’t slept?”

“Yes, I couldn’t sleep at all.”

“I see.”

As  Geodeun Julgi was about to leave, Seoran asked,

“Where are you going?”

“For a little walk…”

 Geodeun Julgi walked absentmindedly for a long time.

Meeting Seoran was truly a coincidence.

She had been walking with her usual downcast gaze when she noticed a gardener waving a sign that said, ‘I’ll make you a star!’

Seeing the word ‘star,’ she couldn’t help but ask,

“Are you entering the Beautiful Tree competition?”

It was a question she barely mustered the courage to ask, driven by her desire to change, to become a star.

She regretted speaking up immediately after.

If Seoran hadn’t held onto her, she likely wouldn’t have even participated in the Beautiful Tree competition.

 Geodeun Julgi recalled Seoran’s face from earlier.

Seoran’s face, as she kneaded the clay, was filled with certainty.

But that belief wasn’t directed at herself.

It was a conviction aimed at  Geodeun Julgi.

 Geodeun Julgi looked up at the night sky.

In the past, Flaming Branch had said this.

“You have a very straight posture, showing the potential to shine like a star.”

Recently, Seoran had said,

“Your trunk is really tree-like with its straightness!”

Though the expressions were different, they ultimately meant the same thing.

Thick trunk and branches for a female tree, and a timid personality.

 Geodeun Julgi couldn’t believe in herself, but they willingly believed in her.

A desire began to bloom within  Geodeun Julgi.

Even if she might never become a star.

Even if their praise was just superficial.

Even if she made a mistake and became a laughingstock.

 Geodeun Julgi decided to move forward with faith.


To change.

To shine by herself.

To become a star.

Hidden by the moonlight, stars still existed in the night sky.

The preliminaries began.
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Once in a hundred years, the Beautiful Tree Competition was taking place. Participants from all over the Surface Layer of the Daesurim gathered.

The venue for the Beautiful Tree Competition, Taebongok, was bustling with Elemental Face Trees and gardeners.

The preliminary rounds were scheduled to take place over ten days.

Only the top five were eligible to advance to the finals.

Simply put, one contestant per day.

To leave no room for regret, participants showcased all the fruits of their labor accumulated over the years without hesitation.

On the seventh day of the preliminaries, Seoran, participating as a gardener, watched the scene from behind the stage.

“Amazing…”

The Beautiful Tree Competition, where the most beautiful tree was chosen.

Participants of Elemental Face Trees in such competitions naturally overflowed with confidence in their appearance. And strong self-assurance often acted as a driving force toward greater achievements.

All participants in the Beautiful Tree Competition had dedicated their lives to this moment. Learning dance, cultivating beauty—none of it was an easy or comfortable process.

There was no half-hearted preparation like “Let’s give it a try.” They staked their lives on this day.

Devoting one’s life to a single goal was a privilege. Only those who did could radiate such beauty. It was a brilliant color obtained by burning one’s life.

Seoran realized this moment.

A Beautiful Tree named Ilmi, shining like the sun because it burned its life.

A Beautiful Tree named Wolmi, shining like the moon.

A Beautiful Tree named Seongmi, shining like a star.

These names on the trophies of the Beautiful Tree Competition, imbued with meanings beyond the night sky.

The turn of the contestant emitting dazzling radiance came to an end.

Without leaving any reserve, the contestant who had burned everything collapsed in exhaustion as soon as she stepped off the stage.

And immediately, the next contestant stepped onto the stage.

It was an overwhelmingly impressive scene that even watching from the side gave chills to one’s whole body.

Seoran couldn’t watch anymore and returned to the waiting room. It was a private waiting room shaped like a pillar, with a thick cloth hung.

As she entered, she saw a straight stem.

Seoran asked with a nonchalant expression and tone, “Straight stem, how’s your condition?”

The straight stem replied, “I was a bit tired from not sleeping well, but I’m okay now.”

“Good to hear. We’ll be up soon. How about the ornament on your head? Will it be awkward when dancing? I can adjust it a bit now.”

“This is sufficient. The gardener didn’t sleep and worked hard to improve it. Wearing this ornament makes me feel his delicate care.”

“Alright then. How’s your energy? I brought some fertile soil and nutrients. Should I bury the roots for a moment?”

“No, this moment is perfect. Thank you.”

Seoran didn’t insist any further.

She didn’t need to say it for it to be understood.

Currently, she was in a highly tense state.

The straight stem repeated silently to herself.

“Don’t look at the ground. Straighten your body. Own yourself. Don’t look at the ground. Straighten your body. Own yourself.”

However, her fingertips still trembled.

Her whole body felt like it was drying up, with every drop of moisture evaporating.

And soon, it was  Geodeun Julgi’s turn to approach.

Beyond the curtain, an official said, “Participant number 302, please wait behind the stage.”

 Geodeun Julgi  went backstage along the side road.

From here on, even the gardeners couldn’t help her.

The tension shaking her mind reached its peak.

Her gaze naturally lowered, and the heavy ornaments oppressed her.

Despite her strong determination, her energy began to wane.

She couldn’t even remember the dance moves she had practiced so hard for.

 Geodeun Julgi’s turn came.

She barely made it onto the stage, but that was it.

She was no longer in a state to dance.

The pre-arranged accompaniment began to play.

“This won’t do! At least, not embarrassingly…”

 Geodeun Julgi summoned what remained of her courage. And she managed to lift her gaze from the ground. Thanks to that, she discovered it.

Far away, a burning branch sat in the audience.

In a moment of extreme brevity, countless thoughts crossed her mind.

“Why is it here? Isn’t this their preliminary round?”

“Well, why participate in a species-specific preliminary round?”

 Geodeun Julgi  quickly regained her composure.

For some reason, the burning branch was here.

She couldn’t afford to show a pathetic sight in front of the target she had long admired.

Because she was  Geodeun Julgi’s sun.

The phrase that kept echoing in her mind.

“Don’t look at the ground. Stand tall. Believe in yourself.”

Confident posture, resolute gaze, and self-assurance.

 Geodeun Julgi soon forgot herself.

And she ignited herself, radiating light.

She shone so brightly that even the moonlight couldn’t obscure her brilliance.



Seoran’s chosen direction for ornamentation was simple.

Thick stems and branches, representing  Geodeun Julgi’s physical superiority.

In reality, despite having a higher stature than average, Geodeun Julgi possessed excellent agility.

So this aspect was prominently showcased.

Seoran first adjusted  Geodeun Julgi’s side branches.

She neatly arranged the bushy branches and intertwined the rest around a stone pillar.

At the top, elongated leaves and branches rose, adorned with a nest sculpted from stone and a faceted statue.

The judges of the Millennium Species Ornamentation Committee felt a profound sense of innovation from  Geodeun Julgi’s unique ornamentation.

And Geodeun Julgi’s already impressive height was further enhanced by the stone ornaments intertwined with her branches.

And in the past, tall stature symbolized exceptionalism.

Geodeun Julgi  looked like a goddess descended upon the earth.

Her powerful dance moves also captured attention.

As her large and elongated stems and branches moved, the intricately tied fabric decorations fluttered in various colors.

Despite the weight of the ornaments that would have thrown off anyone else’s balance long ago, her movements remained steadfast.


A dazzling appearance concealed within timidity.

A striking ornamentation showcasing the gardener’s aesthetic sense.

Fundamental dance skills honed to perfection.

And a longing to stand beside the admired sun.

She gave her all and stepped down from the stage.

 Geodeun Julgi looked out at the audience in an exhausted state.

Like everyone else, even the burning branches were receiving applause.

The seventh day of preliminaries came to an end.

Seoran and  Geodeun Julgi returned and slept as if dead.

Time passed, and all remaining preliminary schedules concluded.

Preliminary participant  Geodeun Julgi, advancing to the finals.

She had survived fierce competition.

Her final rank in the species-specific preliminaries was first place.

Seoran was truly delighted.

“I told you, you’re beautiful!  Geodeun Julgi, you’re the most beautiful tree among the species-specific participants this year! First place in the preliminaries! What a fantastic start! Let’s keep it up in the finals! All the way to first place, Ilmi Tree!”

Seoran spoke as if she had already entrusted  Geodeun Julgi with first place.

Incidentally, the higher the rank  Geodeun Julgi achieved in the main competition of the species-specific preliminaries, the greater Seoran’s benefits. While only one Millennium Species Tree was awarded to the third place, the second place received three different attribute species. If she were to become Ilmi Tree, she could receive all five Millennium Species Trees.

Seoran dreamed of a gigantic combined transformation doll made of five species of Millennium Species Trees, corresponding to the days of the week and the five elements.

Of course, Seoran’s wish never came true.



An astonishing stage presented by twenty-five species-specific participants.

A breathtaking spectacle that kept eyes glued.

The judges of the Millennium Species Ornamentation Committee, combining beauty and dance scores, announced the final rankings of the Tree Contest.

 Geodeun Julg took third place.

“Species-specific participant  Geodeun Julgi, third place, Sungmi Tree!”

The audience cheered enthusiastically.

“Congratulations on the birth of a new Sungmi Tree!”

Seoran, whose shattered dream was silently breaking apart, muttered to herself.

“Oh, where’s first place? My Hwasumokgeumto Millennium Species Tree?”

Whether she said it or not, the competition continued.

“Water-element species-specific participant, flowing leaves. Second place, Wolmi Tree!”

First place remained the same as the previous competition.

“Fire-element species-specific participant, burning branches. First place, Ilmi Tree!”

The final procedure of the competition, the award ceremony, began.

Ilmi Tree as the centerpiece, with Wolmi Tree and Sungmi Tree on either side.
Plaques engraved with honorable titles were presented.

Amid waving to the ecstatic audience, Burning Branches sitting next to her whispered subtly,
“You still have that straight posture.”

It was a quiet remark heard only by the neighboring Burning Branches.

But  Geodeun Julgi clearly heard it.

A tremendous thrill surged through her stems and branches.

“You remembered that day, didn’t you? It wasn’t just a courtesy. You truly believed that.”

Trembling,  Geodeun Julgi  asked in a soft voice,
“Was I the star you saw back then?”

“No.”

Shocked by the response,  Geodeun Julgi, Burning Branches, coolly smiled and added, reminiscent of their childhood,
“You shone like the sun.”

The Tree Contest came to an end.



The day after the Tree Contest.

Seoran quickly regained her energy.

It was a miracle that she had become the third place Sungmi Tree in the first place.

So she enjoyed the present without regrets.

Seoran embraced the Millennium Earth Wood with her whole body.

Surely, wood massages were as soft as clay.

The Toyounggeun, who was in the pre-match, responded to the Millennium Earth Wood’s rich Toyoung energy.

 Geodeun Julgi asked Seoran, who was absorbed in the Millennium Earth Wood’s exquisite Toyoung energy, in a trembling voice.

“Tomorrow is the final round of the Men’s Division Tree Contest. Would you like to come see it with me? Burning Branches will come too.”

“I don’t think I can. There’s somewhere I need to go.”

“Where are you going?”

Seoran said with a face that had turned paler than she was pushed.

“I’m going home.”

“So suddenly?”

“Yeah, the externalities have gotten too long… If I stay longer, it’ll be hard to leave.”

 Geodeun Julgi remained silent for a moment before saying,

“I am really grateful for all this time. If it weren’t for the garden, I would never have changed forever.”

“I’m more grateful, I also got the Millennium Earth Wood.”

Seoran and  Geodeun Julgi, despite their marked difference in stature, carefully embraced each other.

“Can we see each other again someday?”

Seoran answered,

“I don’t know, maybe in the distant future?”

“Elemental trees live for thousands of years. I’ll keep waiting, let’s definitely meet again.”

“Yeah, let’s do that.”

Half a year of short-lived connection, Seoran and Geodeun Julgi  parted ways.

A beautiful friendship transcending species.

It was truly a magnificent sight.

Of course, the guests of the Elemental Trees who came to visit ‘Gardener Ryu Seoran, who first participated in the tree contest as an unknown and created the Sungmi tree with a sensational and beautiful trimming and decoration skill’ were confused.

“No, what is this…”


There was a sign in front of the shabby shop.

‘Gardener Ryu Seoran, closing today.’

In the situation where the water was pouring in, the master got off the ferry without turning the rudder.

It was truly an impressive exit.





 
  
    Chapter 71: Origin


Seoran stepped on the teleportation array and flew to the Eastern Continent.

Breaking the teleportation pattern upon arrival was just an added bonus.

It had been five years since Seoran had cut off her retreat.

During that time, Seoran hadn’t been idle.

The only viable return route was by sea.

So she collected nautical charts that recorded safe seas.

Due to the Great Rift, the coastal areas where spiritual energy was depleted became useless, and the price of nautical charts plummeted.

The pile of maps she collected had grown into a whole box.

Thanks to this, she found a route that led to the Western Continent.

Now it was time to decide what to use for her return journey.

Seoran went straight to the flight artifact store.

“Welcome, what kind of flying artifact are you looking for?”

“What’s the biggest and fastest ship-shaped artifact that can carry cargo?”

The attendant led Seoran inside.

“How about this item? It can carry a lot of cargo and is just as fast as a personal flying artifact.”

Seoran asked, slightly disappointed.

“Is there nothing bigger?”

“Customer, flying artifacts larger than this cannot be purchased by an individual. It’s prohibited by international law of the Su-Seon World.”

“Who made such a law?”

“Of course, it was made by the Ten Great Sects.”

Their misdeeds were equally distributed.

“Just give me this one.”

“Would you like any additional features or purchases?”

“Do you have a list?”

“Here it is.”

Seoran looked over the list.

It felt like adding options when purchasing a vehicle.

So, without much thought, she checked off everything from the top.

“Please add everything from here to here.”

“Thank you, customer! Please wait a moment!”

The attendant disappeared with a broad smile.

Left alone and drinking tea, Seoran suddenly remembered a ship-shaped artifact she had forgotten about.

It was a transforming puppet ship she received as a reward for eliminating the Black Scale Reverse Blood Shark, a nuisance in the subterranean world.

She had completely forgotten about it, having left it in the quarry when building the bamboo rocket.

Although it was extremely slow for a flying artifact,

Its unique transformation feature was intriguing.

She planned to take it apart when she got back and not forget this time.

The attendant returned from afar.

“Customer, the modifications are complete! Shall we deliver it to you?”

Thanks to the magical arts, it was finished really quickly.

“No, I’ll ride it now.”

“Yes, I will prepare it immediately!”

Seoran paid with a check and boarded the ship.

Seoran, who returned to Taebong-gok, loaded the internal cargo hold with the Millennium Peach Tree and a mountain of spirit stones.

For a long-distance voyage on the Judgment Ship, food was unnecessary.

Seoran deposited the remaining spirit stones that didn’t fit into the cargo hold at her primary bank.

Having completed the preparations for the voyage, Seoran said her farewells.

“I’m off now.”

A straight stalk waved a hand.

“Monk Ryu, please visit us again.”

And so, Seoran left Daesurim.

The sailing ship, cloaked in a concealment barrier, flew through the skies of the Eastern Continent.

Although the cargo hold was full, making the ship heavy, Seoran’s heart was light as she returned to her hometown.

As she flew through the clouds, her speed decreased.

It was the border area of the Eastern Continent, known as the Shadowless Zone, where spiritual energy was depleted.

Seoran paused steering for a moment and looked down at the ground.

The sight of the Shadowless Zone, where the self-purifying ability of spiritual energy had disappeared, was truly horrifying to behold.

The surface was entirely submerged in swirling murky energy.

It was a sight that never grew familiar no matter how often she saw it.

“Ugh…”

Seoran gagged and then grabbed the steering wheel again.

She wanted to leave this land as quickly as possible.

Infusing the ship with a lot of Pure Land power, it accelerated.

The ship soon reached the sea.

The winter sea sparkled under the sunlight.

Seoran landed the ship on the water.

It was for fuel-efficient sailing.

The wide horizon and white clouds spread out before her eyes.

It was a breathtakingly romantic scenery.

Every passionate young man dreams of having a sailing ship in his heart.

So, Seoran, a man of the sea, couldn’t resist either.

“Raise the sails!”

At Seoran’s command, the sailor dolls all opened their eyes at once.

They were optional components purchased when buying the ship.

Twenty wooden dolls efficiently adjusted the sails.

The sails, properly catching the wind, spread wide open.

The salty sea breeze blew Seoran’s hair.

Seoran put on an eyepatch she had bought in advance over one eye.

Now, no one could stop the captain.


“Unsinkable Ship, set sail!”

Seoran, holding the steering wheel, operated her magic.

The thrusters at the back of the ship roared to life.

Seoran’s Unsinkable Ship (she just named it) accelerated rapidly.

“Let’s go, full speed ahead!”

According to the navigation chart, there were no reefs in this area.

So Seoran increased the speed without hesitation.

The Unsinkable Ship surged westward with great force.

Seoran couldn’t contain his laughter.

“Hehaha, hahaha!”

And then an enormous impact struck the Unsinkable Ship.

“Hwaaaaa!”

The Unsinkable Ship made a thunderous noise as it was half-destroyed.

Even Seoran, who had been laughing heartily, was thrown to the ground with the wheel.

He had neglected to keep an eye on the front because he was having so much fun laughing.

The deck turned into a chaos in an instant.

The mast with the sail snapped off, and the sailor dolls were flung into the sea with the impact.

The hull screamed as if it was about to fall apart.

Seoran stood up, holding the detached wheel with both hands.

“What the, what happened!”

And then he made eye contact with someone.

It was a deep-sea giantess with her head poking above the surface of the water.

Although she looked like an ordinary little girl, her head was larger than Seoran’s Unsinkable Ship.

The deep-sea giantess rubbed her forehead, looking upset.

Seoran realized what had just happened.

The Unsinkable Ship had collided with the deep-sea giantess at full speed.

It seemed like it had rammed into her forehead as she was raising her head above the surface.

While Seoran was contemplating his fault ratio, the young deep-sea giantess burst into tears.

“Waaaah!”

The sound wasn’t heard by the ears but felt by the body.

It even made the hull vibrate violently.

Seoran hurriedly apologized, but it was no use.

The loud crying drowned out his words.

After a while, the deep-sea giantess stopped crying.

“Sniff, it hurts…”

Seoran, exhausted from consoling her, spoke weakly.

“I’m really sorry. But why are you in such shallow waters?”

The deep-sea giantess lives in the deep sea.

Because of her enormous size, only the deep sea could completely submerge her head.

It was unusual for such a deep-sea giantess to be in the middle of these shallow waters.

The deep-sea giantess sniffled and replied.

“I came out to play alone and got lost.”

Seoran, feeling pity, asked.

“Do you want to go with me? I’ll help you find your parents.”

“Mom and dad told me not to follow strangers.”

Seoran nodded and said.

“You’ve learned well. I’ll be going now, take care.”

Seoran left, steering the half-destroyed Unsinkable Ship.

And then, after a while, he turned back.

Returning to the deep-sea giantess, Seoran spoke.

“Nice to see you again. We’re not strangers anymore, are we?”

The deep-sea giant replied with a puzzled look.

“Uh, I think so…”

“Good, what’s your name?”

“My name is Soso.”

Although the name seemed a bit unfitting, Seoran didn’t voice that thought.

As the Unsinkable Ship led the way, Soso followed.

Seoran’s time as a protector of a lost child ended shortly.

Two deep-sea giants with an overwhelming presence approached from beyond the horizon.

“Mom! Dad!”

“Soso! Our daughter, Soso!”

“Where have you been? We were worried!”

In the midst of this dramatic family reunion, Seoran’s half-destroyed Unsinkable Ship crawled closer.

“Hello, my name is Ryu Seoran.”

Soso, who had spent just enough time with Seoran to have a cup of tea, shouted.

“This sister brought me here!”

The parent deep-sea giants, shedding tears, expressed their gratitude.

“Thank you so much!”

“We don’t know how to repay this kindness!”

Seoran, who felt she had done nothing, waved her hands dismissively.

“No, no, I didn’t do anything.”

Of course, Seoran’s sincerity didn’t get through.

“Don’t say that!”

“That’s right, you helped our Soso!”

“No, really…”

The deep-sea giants seemed determined to invite Seoran to their home.

No matter how much Seoran refused, it didn’t work.

In the end, only after explaining that she was in a hurry could she escape the giants’ hospitality.

The father deep-sea giant asked.

“But where are you heading, benefactor?”

“I’m going to the Western Continent.”

The mother deep-sea giant asked with a serious expression.

“Are you planning to pass through the center of the world?”

“Since it’s the only safe route, probably yes.”

Soso suddenly shouted.

“Sister, you can’t go there! There’s a bad dragon!”

“A dragon?”

The mother deep-sea giant answered Seoran’s question.

“Yes, a one-eyed dragon blocks the center of the world and attacks all who pass.”

“A one-eyed dragon?”

“Oh, that’s just a nickname. It has one eye, hence the name. Dragons are usually nameless creatures.”

Seoran was taken aback by this unfamiliar news.

“A one-eyed dragon blocking the center of the world?”

“It’s been over two thousand years. For some reason, it never leaves the center. Hundreds of years ago, those who attempted to pass…”

“It even killed a divine envoy.” “That’s extremely vicious!”

Seoran realized why the existence of the one-eyed dragon was completely unknown in the Eastern and Western Continents. Only a dragon that had completed its orb could kill a divine envoy in the human realm. 

If a dragon on the brink of ascension decided to go on a killing spree, not even a divine envoy could escape alive. Although it was puzzling why it hadn’t ascended, heading towards the center of the world in this state was suicidal.

Seoran immediately turned the ship around.

“Not knowing could have been deadly. Thank you for the valuable information. I’ll be on my way now.”

Soso waved her hand.

“Bye, sister!”

The father deep-sea giant spoke to Seoran, who was about to leave.

“This alone cannot repay our debt. Let me teach you a martial art technique. It’s forbidden to share it with other races, but it doesn’t matter now.”

The father deep-sea giant used Transmission Technique. Transmission Technique was a type of spell used to convey specific information to others. Incidentally, Seoran also learned it in the Eastern Continent.

After completing the Bluetooth-like file transfer, Seoran asked.

“Isn’t it punishable to share this so freely?”

“Our species is already half-destroyed.”

Seoran asked with a serious face.

“Could it be the one-eyed dragon?”


“No, it’s a low birth rate…”

“Oh…”

It was a very familiar social issue. As a result, Seoran quickly understood. She also learned that Soso was the last descendant of the deep-sea giants.

Parting ways with the deep-sea giant family, Seoran had no choice but to turn the ship back and return to the Eastern Continent.





 
  
    Chapter 72: Origin – 2


Late in spring, Seoran arrived in Myo Nation. 

The “Unsinkable Ship” flew like a slug, but it managed to live up to its name by simply moving. Seoran landed at a familiar location.

The “Unsinkable Ship,” having reached its destination, immediately broke down.

As Seoran disembarked from the half-wrecked ship, someone approached her. It was the receptionist who had sold her the flying artifact.

“What on earth happened?!”

The full-option flying ship had turned into a ghost ship in their absence.

“A lot has happened. Is it possible to repair it?”

“Of course not.”

“I figured as much…”

The once-new ship was scrapped. Seoran entrusted all the cargo to her primary bank (Myo Nation branch) and took only the Millennium Root Spirit Tree back to Taebong Valley. She then went to meet Straight Stem.

“Hello…”

Straight Stem was surprised.

“Ah, Monk Ryu!”

The recently friendly Burning Branch was also there.

“Oh, is this the famous one?”

Seoran laughed awkwardly.

“Haha…”

After a moment of silence, Straight Stem clapped her hands.

“Now I understand. I misunderstood the meaning. I only considered it from our race’s perspective. For humans, even a few months can be a long time.”

“Uh…”

“Am I right, Monk Ryu?”

Seoran just smiled.

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“So, are you reopening your gardener business?”

“That’s the plan.”

It turned out to be a stroke of luck that she hadn’t sold the business due to laziness. 

The famed gardener returned, and thanks to the lingering excitement from the recent Beauty of Wood Conference, many Five Elements people came for trimming. Seoran quickly accumulated a lot of Centennial Five Elements Trees.

It was not her intention to settle in the Eastern Continent. Seoran, the resilient fighter, determined and unyielding, didn’t give up despite the obstacle of the dragon. However, she did abandon the fastest route by sea. She couldn’t risk trying to get there five years sooner and ending up five hundred years ahead of her time.

Seoran proceeded with Plan B. The operation was named “Great Exploration of the Great Forest.” She intended to find another teleportation array besides the damaged one. It was foolish to think that there would be only one intercontinental teleportation array.

If one teleportation array were to break, what would happen?

Although highly unlikely, there could be a situation where there are no repair personnel or materials available for the damaged array. This would necessitate a grueling long-distance journey spanning several years to transport the necessary personnel and materials.

Seoran believed that somewhere deep within the forest, there must be a backup teleportation array prepared. Ultimately, she had to return to the place where she initially arrived.

Exploring the Great Forest was undoubtedly dangerous.

 However, no matter how perilous the forest’s depths were, it was still safer than dealing with a dragon (a maniac) possessing a dragon pearl. 

The reason Seoran had done the pruning was for the exploration. Consequently, she had gathered all the necessary materials. Now, the preparations were complete.

The expedition was set for summer. 

The unique industry of exploration teams arose due to the peculiarities of the Great Forest’s depths and the celestial realm of the Eastern Continent. The main characteristics of the forest’s depths were as follows:


	Only Monk at the ascension stage could fly.

	It was a dangerous environment where fierce creatures roamed.

	Low-tier Monks would die instantly upon stepping foot inside.

	Additionally, large species like the Five Elements people could not enter, the influence of the underworld’s forces was present, and there was a major rift leading to the underworld at the deepest point.



With all these features in mind, one might wonder who exactly makes up an exploration team.

First of all, ascension-stage monks capable of flying in the forest’s depths were too busy preparing for ascension to explore the forest.

 Those who did venture to the deepest point to investigate the major rift were extremely eccentric individuals.

 Some even nearly died after being dragged into the underworld.

Core stage monks could protect themselves in the forest’s depths even if they couldn’t fly.

 However, all core stage monks were affiliated with major sects, preventing them from entering the forest.

Among final-stage monks, there were occasionally those from the mountains and rivers, but even they preferred safer, more comfortable work over the dangerous exploration of the forest.

 Most ended up teaching at large academies or joining major sects. Those who ended up as skeletal remains after being devoured by demons during an expedition were truly exceptional cases.

With high-tier monks ruled out, only core stage and building foundation stage monks remained. 

However, low-tier monks would die the moment they entered the depths, their souls extracted. Some chose not to enter, while others simply couldn’t.

Ultimately, there was only one viable method left: remote-controlled dolls for exploration. Hence, exploration teams were composed of dolls, not people. 

Usually, core stage monks controlled the dolls. Five of them would form an exploration team, each controlling one doll to venture into the forest’s depths.

This was the reality of the Great Forest exploration teams. If they encountered fierce creatures or demons and the team was annihilated, the mission failed. If there were no significant gains but they returned safely, it was considered fortunate. If they were lucky enough to discover valuable treasures, it was a great success.

When Seoran first heard this information, she thought it resembled a high-risk, high-reward investment product.

Expensive and well-made dolls could venture deep into the forest.

The less-explored areas were likely to contain many treasures, offering high returns.

However, the deeper they went, the lower the chance of returning safely, making it a high-risk endeavor.

If the expedition failed, the exploration team and investors would suffer losses.

In the worst case, bankruptcy could halt the progress of their cultivation, resulting in economic and future ruin.

Of course, not all cultivators were gambling addicts, chasing high-risk, high-reward investments.

With the costs of cultivation resources, tuition fees, and ceremonial expenses, there were too many financial demands on cultivators.

Without making a substantial amount of money through successful expeditions or investments, they had little hope in this life.

To achieve their goals, they had to take some risks.

Seoran, who desperately wanted to return home, was no exception.

***********

Seoran did not rush in recklessly.

Taking risks and being foolhardy were different things.

She needed at least minimal preparations.

She began creating exploration dolls using the Hundred-Year Earth Spirit Wood obtained from her pruning.

Their primary purpose was reconnaissance to check for dangers, but they could also serve as shields in emergencies.

To ensure a high vantage point, she made them tall.

She created five to surround and protect her.

Since they were meant to be temporary, she didn’t put too much effort into their design.

Thus, the five sisters of the ball-jointed doll were completed.

They had elongated figures and voluptuous bodies.

Although they resembled each other, each had a unique charm.

They were truly beauties that could topple a kingdom.

Looking at her creations, infused with her personal taste, Seoran spoke with satisfaction, “Hmm… Not bad, really not bad.”

It was one of those days when she felt like she had achieved a significant transformation.

********

Entering the erosion zone of the Great Forest’s depths, they immediately sensed the influence of the underworld.

Seoran and the Beauties of the Kingdom Sisters started running.


Amidst the thickly grown trees, they saw a massive structure that hadn’t been abandoned for long.

This ruin had been the residence of the Five Elements People until a few centuries ago.

The ever-expanding erosion zone was continually shrinking their habitat.

After running for about half a month, they found a clearing.

It was the place where Seoran had killed a demon a few years ago.

Time had passed, and the area was now overgrown with young trees and grass.

Just a bit further in, they would find a grave.

From there, they could follow the traces left behind, leading them to the hidden palace with the teleportation array.

Seoran, along with the expressionless doll, the lively doll, the gloomy doll, the calm doll, and the cute doll, ran diligently.

After about five days, they finally reached the massive stone palace built on a slope.

This was the place where she had first arrived after stepping on the teleportation array.

Seoran retraced her steps and headed towards the corner of the palace.

“Was it here?” 

She pressed around various spots until one section of the wall spun around, revealing a pitch-black secret passage.

This path would lead to the broken teleportation array.

“Number One, shine some light,” 

The expressionless doll’s eyes emitted a bright beam of light, illuminating the dust-filled passage.

Seoran rubbed her hands together and said, “Alright, let’s get started.”

Previously, she had been too distracted to properly inspect the area.

Now, she wasn’t alone.

The five sisters of the Kingdom Beauties, embodying the essence of East Continent’s doll-making techniques, were there to protect her.

Seoran meticulously examined the floor, walls, and ceiling, searching for any hidden passages.

The explorer within her was eager and excited.

However, this excitement quickly dwindled when she reached the middle of the passage.

“Ugh, there’s nothing here…”

She grew increasingly impatient.

The secret passage seemed endlessly monotonous, prompting her to head straight to the room with the teleportation array.

The first thing she noticed was the shattered teleportation array.

“Beauties, shine the light all around,” she ordered.

The five dolls lit up their eyes and turned their heads, casting light in all directions.

Seoran, standing near the teleportation array, noticed a rod attached to the wall, resembling a lever.

“Hmm…”

Seoran pulled the lever upwards.

After a moment, it clicked and lowered back down on its own.

It felt oddly familiar.

After pondering for a while, she remembered.

“What do they call this? A circuit breaker? Or a fuse box? I knew it…”

If her guess was correct, certain conditions needed to be met for the lever to stay up.

As she paced around the room, deep in thought, she accidentally kicked a stone fragment—part of the broken teleportation array.

She picked it up and examined it.

One side was smooth, while the other was rough.

This was the difference between the engraved teleportation symbols and the blank side.

Losing interest, she tossed the fragment away and continued pacing.

After a while, she realized something important.

The symbols weren’t engraved on the floor but on the stone slabs.

“Of course!” 

“They must have arranged the slabs in a specific pattern to activate the array.”

Seoran began searching the room, moving debris and examining the stone slabs closely.

Each slab had a unique set of symbols, and she realized they needed to be arranged correctly to form a complete teleportation array.

“Beauties, help me arrange these slabs,”

The five dolls moved swiftly, assisting Seoran in aligning the slabs.

After some trial and error, they managed to complete the pattern.

She pulled the lever again, and this time it stayed up, indicating that the array was properly configured.

A soft hum filled the room as the teleportation array activated, glowing faintly.

Seoran sighed with relief.

“Alright, let’s see where this takes us,” 

she said, stepping into the array with her dolls.

With a flash of light, Seoran and the Kingdom Beauties vanished, transported to an unknown destination in their quest to return home.

Seoran hurriedly cleared away the fragments of the teleportation array.

Revealed beneath was a neatly indented floor, as if meant for fitting a flat stone slab.


“Could it be?” 

Engraving the teleportation symbols on a slab…

Was it a method where if it broke, you could just replace the slab? Like changing the grill plate at a barbecue restaurant?

If her hunch was correct, there was no need to search for a new teleportation array that might send her who knows where.

She just needed to find one slab to get home.
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Seoran first reassembled the shattered stone slab.

She meticulously copied the teleportation symbols onto a blank sheet of paper to avoid any confusion later on.

Once she had completed the replication, she said, 

“Alright, let’s head out.”

Seoran and the five dolls began a thorough search of the depths of the Great Forest.

They proceeded cautiously, never lowering their guard, systematically securing and concealing their positions.

They were vigilant against any lurking monsters, their caution lasting precisely three days.

After that, the journey felt more like a leisurely stroll—the monsters were simply too weak to pose any threat.

No one could stop Seoran and the five dolls.

The Great Forest’s depths were perilous even for high-level cultivators because flight was impossible in this region.

Modern cultivators typically engaged in aerial combat, using flight talismans and various attack techniques.

This was simply the most efficient method.

Consequently, cultivators were vulnerable in ground combat, often unable to perform even half as well as they would in the air—much like fighter jets being forced to battle tanks on the ground.

However, things were different in the past.

Before the advent of cultivation techniques, numerous heroic figures, driven by grand ambitions, emerged during times of chaos.

Followers, captivated by their superhuman prowess, sought their teachings.

They gathered in mountains and fields to hone their martial arts.

This was the birth of the well-known cultivation sects.

In essence, cultivation originated from martial arts.

The earliest techniques naturally focused on strengthening the body to its limits, known as physical cultivation techniques back then.

Surprisingly, the predominant martial art of the time was unarmed combat.

Although cultivation sects existed, techniques and talismans had not yet been invented.

Weapons made by mundane blacksmiths were useless against the near-invincible bodies of cultivators.

Only the physical strength of another cultivator of similar rank could pose a threat.

Despite the shift in paradigm, the influence of these ancient techniques lingered in modern cultivation practices.

Examples include the martial training during the early cultivation stages or the secret body-strengthening methods of the renowned Bamboo Sect, all remnants of ancient physical cultivation techniques.

Over time, the concept of techniques emerged.

After theories regarding the five elemental attributes were established, various elemental techniques and spells proliferated.

It was an era where everyone wielded offensive techniques.

During this period, the most formidable techniques were earth-based.

It might seem astonishing now, but back then, earth-based offensive techniques were immensely powerful.

In an era where battles took place on the ground, a single earth-based spell could devastate entire armies.

Countless monsters and cultivators perished to the earthquake spells Seoran had previously dismissed as useless.

However, the glory of earth-based techniques did not last long.

Someone, unable to endure their frustration, invented the wondrous device known as the flight talisman.

Thus, the era of aerial combat in modern cultivation was born.

Fire and water attributes are suited for offensive spells, while wood, metal, and earth attributes are more fitting for offensive artifacts.

This combat paradigm is the most efficient and is likely to remain unchanged unless a revolutionary shift occurs.

However, with a shift in thinking, one can reach a different conclusion: if everyone fought on the ground, earth attribute techniques would still reign supreme today.

While this is an unlikely condition, there is one unique place in the vast human realm where such a scenario exists—the depths of the Great Forest, eroded by the Netherworld.

For Seoran, who had mastered the Earthquake Art, this place was nothing short of a playground.

***********

A monkey demon fled in terror.

It had been another day of preying on weaker demons for sport.

Despite not needing to eat, as was typical for its kind, it enjoyed tormenting others.

Born with a sadistic nature, monkey demons thrived on causing pain.

Then, it spotted a small group: one small human and five large dolls.

The monkey demons grinned evilly, eager to hear the newcomer’s screams of despair.

That was the beginning of their misfortune.

The ambush party, hiding in the trees, leaped down, intending to crush and tear apart the human.

As they drew closer to the small head, a cry of “Ukiki!” turned into their last words.

A stone spear shot up from the ground, impaling the monkey demon in mid-air.

The chain attached to the spear rapidly pulled them underground.

Seoran leapt in place, channeling her power through her feet and into the ground.

With a deafening roar, the Earthquake Spell activated, sending a massive shockwave that shattered the surrounding trees.

The ambush party, buried underground, met their end, crushed by the shockwave.

Even the monkey demons clinging to nearby trees were killed in one blow.

The survivors, spared by distance, felt no relief.

Terror overtook them as they met the eyes of their attacker—Seoran.

“Those monkeys from before! I’m glad to see you again!” Seoran shouted angrily.

She hadn’t forgotten the grudge she held against the monkey demons who had relentlessly tormented her when she first arrived in this unfamiliar place.

Initially, they overwhelmed her with sheer numbers, and when that failed, they resorted to new tactics.

They threw filth from who knows where, lured other demons to fight her, and bombarded her with noise pollution.

After days of their relentless harassment, Seoran had felt she was on the brink of madness.

Whenever she chased them, they scattered and quickly fled.

And just as quickly as they had left, the monkey demons would return to resume their torment. If Seoran had resolved to chase them down, she would have eventually caught them. However, she had to reluctantly give up, as her primary goal was to escape the jungle and reach civilization.

Now, the situation was vastly different. Seoran shouted, “Everyone, scatter and chase them!”

The five dolls dispersed in all directions. They could wield earth-attribute spells and, as long as they weren’t too far from Seoran, they could receive power wirelessly. The dolls unleashed a barrage of Earthquake Spells, tearing through the monkey demons’ habitat.

The relentless pursuit and extermination continued for over ten days. Ultimately, Seoran’s tenacity prevailed. The sole survivor cried out in despair.

“Ukiki! Ukiki!” It was the monkey demon’s final, desperate plea.

But the judge was unmoved. Seoran didn’t understand the monkey’s language, and even if she had, she would have been unswayed. She delivered her merciless verdict. “Execution!”

An Earthquake Spell was cast immediately, and the monkey demon was obliterated along with the ground beneath it. In just ten days, the once overwhelming monkey demon population was wiped out due to past grudges. Seoran felt a profound sense of relief, as if a decade-old weight had been lifted from her shoulders.

It was time to return to being an explorer.

On a sunny afternoon, Seoran sat on a stone chair and said, “Oho, juice, please.”

The cute doll, Oho, poured the juice into a stone cup and gently placed it on the stone table. Seoran picked up the cup and took in its fragrance. The sweet scent of the juice delighted her senses. It was time to let her tongue enjoy it too.

Seoran snapped her fingers, though no sound was made. Nonetheless, her capable subordinates understood her intent. The calm doll, Saho, immediately activated an internal recorder, playing music.

“Hmm, not this one. Next. Next. Yes, this is perfect.”

Satisfied with her choice of music, Seoran took a sip of the citrus juice. The rich flavor, full of the taste of the mortal world, was truly sweet. She quickly emptied her cup. Savoring the taste with her eyes closed, she held out her cup.

“One more, please.”


However, the weight of the cup in her hand didn’t change. Fearing a mistake, Seoran opened her eyes.

Fortunately or unfortunately, it wasn’t a mistake. Oho was shaking an empty wooden barrel as if to show her.

“What, it’s already all gone?” Seoran felt a twinge of disappointment and reached into a bag of dried fruits.

But her hand grasped nothing. She distinctly remembered it being full just yesterday. It was truly puzzling. Seoran stuck her head into the bag.

“What the…? There are no holes…” 

Pulling her head out of the bag, Seoran looked around.

In the distance, she saw a single raisin on the ground along with some animal footprints.

“Oh, no…” Seoran muttered. She used her spirit sight. Suddenly, things she hadn’t seen before became visible.

A rabbit was running away, its mouth stuffed full of dried fruits. It had used illusion magic to hide itself while it pilfered her supplies.

Seoran called out, “Hey, rabbit.”

The rabbit froze and slowly turned its head. It had two eyes on either side of its face and an additional eye on its forehead. The three-eyed rabbit’s pupils were trembling violently.

Nodding, Seoran said,

 “Alright, death sente—”

Before she could finish, the rabbit quickly spoke up, 


“W-Wait! I can explain everything!”

With its mouth open, all the dried fruits it had stolen came tumbling out. 

The afternoon sun remained warm and bright.
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Seoran looked down at the snack thief and spoke.

“Alright, tell me. Why did you steal my snacks?”

The three-eyed rabbit desperately pondered.

He was a spirit who had lived for a surprisingly long time.

However, because his age didn’t correspond to his strength, all he could do was perform shoddy illusions.

Still, he was quick-witted.

If he had been a rabbit spirit with little spiritual power and no sense, he would have died long ago.

The three-eyed rabbit’s eyes darted around as he analyzed his opponent.

First, the opponent’s power was immeasurable.

Spiritual energy, half-liquefied, was seeping out of his pupils.

Unless he was trying to show off his power in front of a lower spirit, it was clear that the over-saturated spiritual energy was leaking out unconsciously. With such overwhelming power, even if the Four Fiends attacked together, there would be no chance of winning.

With that judgment, The three-eyed rabbit gave up on escaping.

Attempting to flee would likely result in awakening in the Underworld without even knowing how he died.

It was better to hope for a bit of mercy.

The three-eyed rabbit carefully observed his opponent’s face.

There was a hint of annoyance, but it wasn’t severe.

The posture and expression conveyed indifference.

Considering the overwhelming disparity between them, it was somewhat expected.

If he answered well, it seemed possible he might be spared.

The three-eyed rabbit decided to tell the truth and ask for forgiveness, thinking of various excuses.

If caught lying, there would truly be no recovery.

With tear-filled eyes, The three-eyed rabbit looked up at Seoran and pleaded earnestly.

“I… I’m really sorry… I just wanted to eat some fruit so badly… If you forgive me this one time, I won’t do it again…”

Seoran replied.

“If you wanted fruit that badly, you should have found it yourself. Is it okay to steal someone else’s snack? Isn’t there any fruit around here?”

After finishing his sentence, Seoran stared at the three-eyed rabbit as if to say, “Go ahead and make your excuse.”

The three-eyed rabbit rolled his three eyes around.

It seemed like he had something to say.

Seoran generously gave him a chance to explain.

“If you have something to say, go ahead.”

The three-eyed rabbit cautiously pointed out.

“Well, there’s no fruit around here.”

Seoran asked.

“No fruit? Not even one?”

“Yes, at least I haven’t seen any.”

Seoran was speechless.

Upon careful consideration, he realized that in the depths, nothing could fly except for the transformed spiritual beings.

That included birds and flying insects.

Maybe it was because there were no bees or butterflies?

Because pollination activities were impossible?

Or maybe the trees appear alive on the outside but are actually dead because their souls have been extracted?

Seoran imagined a life without fruit.

For a fruit lover, it was truly a horrific hell.

Seoran started to feel a bit sorry for the three-eyed rabbit.

Seoran cleared his throat and said.

“Hmm, but still, stealing isn’t right.”

The three-eyed rabbit earnestly pleaded again.

“I’m really sorry… I won’t do it again…”

Seoran generously forgave him.

“Anyway, I’m glad you’re reflecting on it. I’ll forgive you this time. From now on, live honestly.”

“Thank you! I will never forget this kindness!”

“Hmm, yes, yes. That’s the right attitude.”

Even showing mercy to a spirit.

Seoran turned around, intending to leave gracefully.

But the rabbit wasn’t helping at all.

The three-eyed rabbit cautiously asked.

“Um, by the way, if you’re not going to eat the dried fruit on the ground, can I eat it?”

“Eat it? What’s on the ground?”

“That’s what rabbits do.”

“I’m not eating it, so do as you like.”

With Seoran’s permission, The three-eyed rabbit happily began picking up the dried fruit from the ground and eating it.

He stuffed the long-awaited delicacy into his mouth until his cheeks were full and savored it.

It seemed that his excuse about craving fruit wasn’t a lie after all.

With a happy expression, The three-eyed rabbit murmured.

“Wow, how long has it been since I last had fruit.”

He was enjoying it so much that Seoran couldn’t help but ask.

“How many years has it been?”

“I’m not sure exactly, but about a thousand years, I think.”

“A thousand years?”

Seoran was shocked.

Spirit didn’t have a fixed lifespan.

So, unless they were killed by someone, they would gradually grow stronger and eventually become great spirit as they aged.

A thousand years was as old as a considerable great spirit.

The surprising fact that the three-eyed rabbit was over a thousand years old was hard for Seoran to accept.

“You’re over a thousand years old? You?”

“Yes, is there a problem?”

“Then why are you so weak?”

The three-eyed rabbit’s answer was ridiculous.

“Well, because I’m a rabbit spirit?”


Seoran could barely understand.

*********

As a result, The three-eyed rabbit joined Seoran.

His role in the party was that of a guide.

Having lived here for a thousand years, it was assumed he would know exactly where everything was.

Seoran, the headhunter, had a keen eye once again.

The three-eyed rabbit, who was in a good mood after eating a lot of dried fruit, devoted himself to his savior.

“Have you ever seen a stone slab with this kind of pattern engraved on it?”

“Of course, just follow me.”

The three-eyed rabbit led Seoran eastward.

After climbing a small hill, they saw the Great Rift in the distance.

The area around the Great Rift was a barren wasteland with no grass.

It was probably because it was too close to the underworld.

Seoran, suddenly curious, asked.

“Have you ever been near the Great Rift?”

“No, I’m not that foolish…”

Even the three-eyed rabbit, who had lived in the deep forest for over a thousand years, had never approached the Great Rift.

A wise person learns without being punished.

But an explorer thinks a bit differently.

Seoran took a long rope out of his backpack and wrapped it around the waist of an expressionless doll (Ilho).

“What are you doing?”

In response to the three-eyed rabbit’s question, Seoran answered.

“I’m curious about what’s inside the Great Rift, so I’m just going to take a peek.”

“This really doesn’t seem like a good idea…”

“Come on, just watch.”

Following his master’s command, Ilho headed towards the Great Rift.

To avoid being sucked in immediately, he anchored his ankles to the ground and approached slowly.

Seoran and the other dolls held the rope tightly.

The closer they got to the Great Rift, the stronger the gravitational pull became.

“Let’s stop now, shall we?”

The three-eyed rabbit tried to dissuade him, but Seoran didn’t listen.

“It’s fine, look, he’s still okay…”

As soon as Seoran said it was fine, a problem occurred.

The gravitational pull from the underworld pulled Ilho out of the ground. Seoran and the dolls immediately let go of the rope.

Ilho was sucked into the Great Rift.

However, the visual sharing spell was still working.

Seoran quickly observed the inside of the Great Rift.

The sight inside was astonishing.

It wasn’t just a naturally occurring chasm.

It was an artificial structure, meticulously stacked like a well wall with precisely crafted indentations.

The Great Rift was not a natural formation but a gigantic structure.

And then the visual sharing was cut off.

*********

After losing a party member, they arrived at their destination.

It didn’t take very long.

The place where the three-eyed rabbit had seen the stone slabs was some kind of underground facility.

“If we go further in, there are plenty of stone slabs.”

Seoran gave an order to the dolls who had lost a number.

“Follow the three-eyed rabbit and bring back the stone slab with the same pattern as this drawing.”

Seoran was left alone, deep in thought.

But what was that sight earlier?

It was clearly an artificially constructed structure…

What on earth was its purpose?

Seoran had been pondering the same thought since earlier.

The Great Rift was causing harm to the entire Eastern Continent.

Examples included the imbalance of spiritual energy caused by the gravitational pull or the geomorphic erosion due to the underworld.

No matter how much he thought about it, he couldn’t understand why anyone would create the Great Rift and wreak havoc on the entire Eastern Continent.

He was desperately trying to solve the mystery, but no clues were in sight.

Seoran, feeling frustrated, looked up absentmindedly.

Since he was inside a building, he couldn’t see the sky.

But he saw something else.

“What?”

It was a large ceiling painting.

Several pictures were connected in a ring shape.

It seemed like the creator intended for them to be viewed in order.

The first picture depicted the human world.

The four continents—east, west, north, and south—and mysterious arrows.

Long arrows originating from the western, northern, and southern continents were all pointing towards the eastern continent.

The second picture depicted a pile of corpses.

The corpses were stacked neatly on a circular plate.

Judging by their appearance, they seemed to be all monster corpses.

In the third picture, there was a person.

They were holding a stick planted in the ground with both hands.

The background was filled with countless gears.

The fourth picture also depicted a person.

It seemed to continue from the previous picture as they were pulling the stick.

The gears in the background were also moving.

The fifth picture was very straightforward.

The center of the circular plate split open, and all the corpses piled on it fell into the hole below.

In the sixth picture, the circular plate was closed again.

Seoran realized the true nature of the Great Rift.

It was a place where useless things were piled up neatly.

When the lever was pulled, the machinery would operate, and the cover of the hole with the piled items would open.

Then, all the trash would fall below.

The Great Rift was a kind of trash can.

When needed, the cover could be opened to dispose of trash.

The trash would be instantly sucked into the underworld.

And when not in use, it would be closed again.

The Great Rift, which twisted the order of the Eastern Continent in a grotesque way, was not an unavoidable apocalypse or disaster.

It was just a trash can left open.

The problems arose simply because it was connected to the underworld.

Extremely imbalanced distribution of spiritual energy, the downfall of minor sects due to polarization, the decrease in the habitat of the Five Elements Mask due to underworld erosion, and so on.

All the social problems Seoran experienced in the Eastern Continent were explained.


It was all because someone used the trash can and didn’t close the lid.

Seoran was dumbfounded.

“No, does this even make sense?”

Just then, the three-eyed rabbit and the dolls found the teleportation stone slabs.
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The Doll Sisters and the The three-eyed rabbit finally arrived at the stone tablet storage room.

The lively doll, Iho, opened the large doors on both sides.

Inside, rows of stone tablets were laid out.

There were various patterns on them.

Fortunately, there was also the pattern Seoran was looking for.

The Doll Sisters first sent a signal to their master.

Then, they each supported one corner of the stone tablet and retraced their steps back the way they came.

The three-eyed rabbit was satisfied with their good results.

Gaining the favor of a strong person with a small help was indeed a rare opportunity.

The society of spirit was truly a jungle of the survival of the fittest.

Such trivial friendships could sometimes save one’s life.

The three-eyed rabbit smiled slyly and made a resolution.

I must flatter them even more whenever I get the chance.

You pesky Four Evils who tormented me, beware. Someday, I will plead with them to get rid of you.

Before long, they arrived at the top floor where Seoran was waiting. 

The three-eyed rabbithad faithfully carried out the superior’s request. So now was the perfect time to flatter them.

The three-eyed rabbit, with a sycophantic expression, shouted.

“Master, look at this! The stone tablet you were looking for…”

The three-eyed rabbit closed its mouth.

Such a reunion was unexpected.

Seoran was dancing wildly without any music.

She was in high spirits, not realizing anyone had arrived.

As Seoran started spinning her long hair like a streamer, The three-eyed rabbit was inwardly impressed.

Indeed, she’s truly amazing!

One must be this crazy to become that strong!

I’ve had a major epiphany today!

The three-eyed rabbit, sensing the mood, joined the dance.

The rabbit spirit performed a lively tap dance.

With quick steps, they added rhythm by tapping the floor.

Seoran glanced at the the three-eyed rabbit.

A brief exchange of glances was enough to connect their hearts.

The atmosphere heated up, and Seoran’s movements became faster.

Waving her head and arms energetically, Seoran commanded the Doll Sisters who were merely watching.

“Faster music, now!”

The dolls played the same music.

Then they spread out to create a surround sound effect.

Seoran expressed her emotions with her whole body.

She danced for a long time, like a priestess performing a ritual sacrifice.

After the frenzied celebration ended, The three-eyed rabbit asked.

“But why did you suddenly start dancing?”

Still lost in self-admiration, Seoran spread her arms wide and spoke in a theatrical tone.

“Who is the one who finally uncovered the secret of the Great Rift? It is I! Truly a genuine explorer! Ah, how terrifying! My…

The intelligence harbored in my brain! How pitiful it is that the mediocrities will be overshadowed by my immortal fame!”

Despite the nonsense, The three-eyed rabbit did its job.

“Truly remarkable! By the way, look over there. It’s the stone tablet you were looking for.”

Seoran nodded and praised.

“Yes, you did very well.”

“Shall we go somewhere else now?”

“No, there is something that must be done.”

Seoran began to search the underground facility.

************

Eventually, they found the control room on the third basement floor.

A large lever attached to the floor.

Large and small gears filling the walls.

It was very similar to the scene in the picture.

It was as Seoran had anticipated.

The ceiling mural was indeed a kind of user manual.

Thanks to this, they didn’t have to go far to find the control device.

Seoran examined the control device carefully.

Upon closer inspection, the lever was not pulled all the way.

It was a relief that it wasn’t a functional failure.

With a smile on her face, Seoran grabbed the lever.

“O mountains and rivers of the Eastern Continent, minor sects, and the Five Elements Sect, please give me strength.”

Seoran used all her strength to pull the lever.

The thick metal pillar moved very slowly.

Even with Seoran’s impressive strength, it was a heavy task.

Seoran shouted towards the sky.

“Die, Ten Great Sects!”

In the end, Seoran’s revenge was successful.

The monstrous strength granted by the Five Poison Sect’s elixirs was indeed remarkable.

Finally, the lever was pulled all the way.

It was as if she had moved a structure the size of Mount Tai by herself.

With a tremendous noise that shook the heavens and earth, the Great Rift closed.

Exhausted, Seoran collapsed to the floor, spread-eagle.

But only joy was visible on her face.

Her brain felt like it would melt from the excess dopamine.

Having delivered an anti-monopoly punch to the face of the Ten Great Sects cartel, she couldn’t stop smiling.

Of course, the Ten Great Sects, who had enjoyed privileges for thousands of years, wouldn’t be ruined just because the Great Rift was closed.

Seoran didn’t expect that much.


But over time, the story changes.

Even ordinary people who live and die in decades exact revenge.

Even lottery tickets with astronomically low chances of winning, if drawn forever, will eventually win.

The Ten Great Sects will live in fear forever.

This is why one shouldn’t harm others.

Those who dream of immortality, be wary of grudges.

It is a famous proverb in the world of cultivation.

The end befitting the Ten Great Sects had come.

Seran saved the world after a long and arduous adventure.

The erosion of the Underworld was completely halted.

Of course, the already eroded areas were beyond salvation.

But the habitat of the Five Elements Faceless Ones was safely preserved.

The spiritual energy imbalance caused by the Great Rift would also be resolved.

This would naturally revive the minor sects on the outskirts.

The influence of the great sects would be significantly reduced.

The Eastern Continent was finally saved.

The Five Elements Faceless Ones, the mountains and rivers, and the minor sects—all were happy with this perfect ending.

Of course, the Ten Great Sects were unhappy.

But that didn’t matter.

The great sects were not on Seoran’s list of those to be saved.

Seoran stood up.

Then, she took out a few structurally important gears and put them in her backpack.

Now, no one could open the Great Rift again.

The adventurer who saved the world asked her guide.

“Do you have any special requests for me?”

The three-eyed rabbit smiled joyfully, showing its front teeth.

********

The three-eyed rabbit’s wish was simple.

Please get rid of the Four Evils that are troubling me.

Seoran gladly nodded.

Calamity befell the Four Evils.

West Evil, Agui, who occupied the western region centered on the Great Rift, had already been killed by Seoran a few years ago.

Seoran moved counterclockwise, starting from the southern region where the underground facility was located.

The first target was the ruler of the southern region.

South Evil was a mummy-like, gaunt monkey demon.

To be precise, it was a demon sword controlling the monkey.

With one seismic spell, the corpse of the monkey demon controlled by the demon sword was shattered into pieces.

There was no chance to even swing the sword once up close.

But it wasn’t over yet.

South Evil quietly waited for an opportunity.

Such a powerful body, truly tempting.

Come a little closer.

I’ll possess your body right now!

The demon sword was a legendary sword.

An irresistible temptation for any swordsman.

It had possessed numerous swordsmen’s bodies in this way.

But Seoran was a master of martial arts.

She had no regard for the appreciation of swords.

It was a fight that couldn’t be won from the start.

Seoran commanded.

“It looks ominous. Go and break it.”

The three dolls immediately approached the demon sword.

Two grabbed the hilt and the tip with their strong hands.

The remaining one prepared for a kick.

Sensing something, the demon sword urgently spoke.

“W-wait! If you wield me, you can have all the power in the world…”

The demon sword snapped in half with a swift front kick at the speed of sound.

The next target was the ruler of the eastern region.

East Evil was a swiftly rolling rock beetle.

Countless lives had perished to its unstoppable charge.

The rock beetle laughed as it saw Seoran and the dolls.

There are weak and light toys here.

I wonder what sounds you’ll make as you die.

I’ll crush you all at once!

Seoran clenched her fist in the face of the furious charge.

Her body sank into the ground up to her ankles.

The earth resonated with Seoran’s Geoshan-Yojiseon technique, holding her steady.

It was a secret martial art learned from her deep-sea giant father.

Due to their size, giants found it difficult to use weapons.

Thus, giant martial arts were mostly unarmed combat techniques.

It was called Giant Slaughtering Method.

The user’s body weight was directly converted into destructive power.

This was why Seran became one with the earth.

She punched the rock beetle that was just in front of her.

The earth’s weight shot through her small fist.

The overwhelming destructive force concentrated in one spot.

The rock beetle disintegrated into fine dust.

The last target was North Evil.

A flightless monstrous bird, it was as fast as lightning.

But it was slower than the dolls’ silent, invisible destructive beams fired from their eyes.

The horror of the deep forest, the Four Evils, were thus eradicated.

Having obtained a safer dwelling, The three-eyed rabbit bowed.

“Goodbye! If you ever need anything, feel free to call on me!”

Seoran smiled and replied.

“Sure, I’ll bring fresh fruit next time!”

“Thank you, Lieutenant Ryuu!”

After their farewells, the two headed home.

For Seoran , that was the Western Continent.

************

An ancient palace made entirely of stone.

Seoran and the Dollmaster sisters entered through a secret passage.

The passage was unusually wide on both sides, likely for the transportation of transmission tablets or corpse carts.

Arriving at the transmission room, Seoran commanded the dolls.

The dolls gently placed the stone tablet back in its place.

It felt good to fit it perfectly.

Seoran said, “Iho, step on it once.”

Doll Iho stepped onto the teleportation array.

But nothing happened.

Seoran smacked her forehead.

“Oh, right!”

Then she pulled the lever on the wall.

Unlike before, it didn’t come back down.

It seemed to be the switch.

“Iho, try stepping on it again.”

This time, Iho disappeared as soon as she stepped on the array.

Seoran beamed and called out to The three-eyed rabbit.

“The three-eyed rabbit, go in and come back out after a moment.”

Scout The three-eyed rabbit stepped onto the teleportation array.

Finally, they were using it for its intended purpose.

The three-eyed rabbit disappeared instantly and reappeared shortly after.

The safety was now confirmed.

They could finally go home.

Seoran took a moment to reminisce.

The years spent on the Eastern Continent flashed by.

Thank you, teaching assistant whose name I can’t remember.

Thank you, countless students.

Thank you, puppeteers.

Thank you, straight stem of the holy tree.

Thank you, Sosou and the deep-sea giant family.

Thank you, The three-eyed rabbit.

Thank you, Eastern Continent.

Thank you, everyone.

Except for you, Ten Great Sects.

Cartel guys, I’ll deal with you later.

The achievement of closing the Great Rift will remain a secret for a while.


The Great Sects will be out for my blood if they find out.

This is what a smart revenge without making enemies looks like.

“Goodbye, everyone! Until we meet again!”

Seoran jumped and stepped into the teleportation array.

The tumultuous journey on the Eastern Continent had come to an end.
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It’s been several years since Seoran left for the Eastern Continent.

The slow excavation work was almost finished.

The tower buried deep underground was revealed to the world.

On the lowest floor of the tower, in the room next to the teleportation chamber.

Two guards were playing Go.

The game was overwhelmingly in favor of the white stones.

“Can’t you let me take back one move?”

The guard playing white agreed.

“Alright.”

But nothing changed.

The gap had been wide from the beginning.

The outcome was already decided long ago.

In the end, the guard playing black surrendered.

“I lost. How about one more game?”

“Sure, how many handicap stones do you want this time?”

“I think I can win with just one more.”

Six black stones were placed on the board.

This was their fifteenth game.

The guard playing black was already deep in thought.

At that moment, the door to the teleportation chamber opened and Seoran appeared.

“Hello.”

The guards playing Go were shocked.

“No way, Monk Ryu!”

“I heard you were in seclusion!”

Seoran had arrived.

The guards reported this to the higher-ups.

An escort team was immediately dispatched.

Seoran followed them and returned in secret.

At the emergency convened meeting of the leadership, Seoran began to explain everything that had happened.

Her solo adventure on the Eastern Continent.

The one-eyed dragon blocking the sea route.

The teleportation array restored after searching the great forest.

A brief summary of her epic tale concluded.

The meeting of two different worlds was truly a major event.

The leadership’s concerns deepened.

It wasn’t an issue to be taken lightly, so they needed time.

One of the leaders spoke to Seoran.

“Monk Ryu, for now, go and rest well. It’s not right to keep someone who has suffered abroad for several years here like this. Rest and unwind, and submit a detailed report later.”

Seoran first went to her mansion.

It had been several years.

The one who welcomed Seoran home was Damcheong.

“Seoran, you’re finally back!”

“Damcheong-nim, I’ve missed you!”

They embraced tightly, sharing their warmth.

After the emotional reunion, they toured the house.

Seoran’s mansion had changed a lot.

First, the pond in the courtyard had been expanded.

In the middle of the pond, teeming with koi fish, was a small pavilion.

It seemed to reflect Damcheong’s taste.

The two of them sat in the pavilion, chatting warmly.

“So, what exactly happened?”

“What happened, you say? Brace yourself. Ahem.”

Seoran cleared her throat and began to speak.

“First, I stepped on the teleportation array and flew to the Eastern Continent. It was a truly unfortunate accident. Who could have predicted that a still-functioning teleportation array existed beneath that shabby ruin…?”

“Oh…”

Damcheong’s eyes sparkled with anticipation.

With such an eager listener, Seoran got excited.

She decided to embellish the truth a little.

“A strange jungle, with monsters howling from all directions! Ah, was this the very scenery of hell? With the teleportation array broken, I had lost my way back. There was no choice but to move forward! So, I bravely ventured into the unknown land! Among the monsters!”

“What kind of monsters?”

Seoran paused for dramatic effect, then whispered softly.

“The monsters were none other than monkey demons. There were more of them than all the leaves in the great forest combined. They charged at me. I had to keep fighting for my life! But even after three days, the attacks didn’t stop.”

Damcheong asked with a worried expression.

“So, what happened?”

Seoran assumed a combat stance and continued.

“I had no choice but to engage in a bloody battle. The fierce exchange of blows, life and death decided in a single breath! It was truly a hell on earth! But I survived in the end! I finally took down the leader of the monkey army with my relentless martial arts.”

“The leader of the monkey demons sounds incredibly strong!”

“Indeed, the opponent was a fearsome monster. I was able to defeat it after overcoming several near-death experiences. Huhu, the bloodbath of that day is still vividly etched in my mind.”

Even after that, Seoran’s storytelling continued.

After escaping the great forest, the Eastern Continent unfolded before her.

The enlightenment activities she carried out in Taebong Valley.

The alliance of greedy great sects.

The beautiful memories created with the Five Elements Face and Eyes.

The lost Soso and the Deep Sea Giant family.

The mad cyclops dragon that blocked the sea route.

Returning to the great forest.

The story of exterminating the evil monkey demons.

The true identity of the Great Rift.

The amazing achievement of saving the Eastern Continent’s cultivation world.


The way I splendidly defeated the four evil spirits who attacked together.

Returning to the Western Continent after restoring the teleportation array.

The grand epic that I experienced over several years finally came to an end.

And then Geumyeongyeong, who was out, came back.

Seoran once again recounted her adventures in the Eastern Continent.

The three of them chatted late into the night.

The next morning, after a good night’s sleep, Ho Hye-mun came by.

Since it was summer vacation, there were no classroom duties.

Once again, Seoran shared her adventure stories of the Eastern Continent.

Even though she repeated it three times, she wasn’t tired at all.

After lunch, Lageum also visited.

Seoran skillfully cleared her throat and entered the room.

And she was surprised.

Lageum had somehow become a qi gathering practitioner.

“No way, Lageum! What’s going on!”

“Oh, this? It just happened.”

Around this time last year, Samyeong Geunja Lageum had successfully gathered qi at the young age of twenty-five.

Considering the average age for Samyeong Geun holders to successfully gather qi was around fifty, it was indeed a miraculous achievement.

Of course, this result was not because Lageum was an extraordinary genius.

There were three main factors contributing to Lageum’s advancement.

The first factor was the abundance of spirit stones.

Ten years ago, a friendly competition’s preliminary results led to a human horse race.

Lageum had bet a spirit stone on Seoran so as not to hurt her sister’s feelings.

But Seoran ended up placing sixth in the preliminaries.

In the end, Lageum received a whole box of spirit stones.

Even though she had diligently used them for training purposes since then, nearly half the box’s contents still remained.

The second factor was the elixirs consumed in place of Seoran.

Even when Seoran refused to take the elixirs due to falling into a devil’s illusion or the excuse of seclusion after stepping on the teleportation array and disappearing, Lageum had to take the elixirs prepared for Seoran every day.

Practitioners like Seoran, who took elixirs habitually, built resistance to the elixir’s potency as their level increased.

As a result, the elixirs that went into Seoran’s mouth had to be extremely potent to be effective.

In Lageum’s body, the elixirs worked exceptionally well.

The third factor was Damcheong’s incense burner artifact.

The mystical smoke that the incense burner emitted daily could be enjoyed like a steam room for about two people.

It was too valuable to simply discard because Seoran disappeared.

Lageum, unable to refuse Damcheong’s insistence, consistently absorbed it with just a towel wrapped around her.

In fact, this was a treasure created by an immortal.

The miraculous efficacy of the incense burner artifact vigorously pulled Lageum’s soul to a higher dimension.

The purpose of smoke qi training is to refine the mind and body.

Spirit stones, elixirs, and the artifact all worked together for Lageum.

Even in the immortal world, such luxury was not easily enjoyed.

Thus, Lageum became a qi gathering practitioner somewhat forcibly.

After hearing the explanation, Seoran asked,

“So, you must have chosen an attribute too?”

Lageum answered,

“I learned the fire attribute technique.”

“Right, you also trained in alchemy, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, I’m now a full-fledged alchemist.”

“Wow…”

Seoran could not continue her words after expressing her admiration.

Seeing Lageum more mature and unfamiliar after a long time left Seoran speechless.

Instead of the speechless Seoran, Lageum opened her mouth.

“You really haven’t changed at all, sister.”

“No, well. My appearance has been the same since I gathered qi.”

Lageum shook her head.

“I’m talking about your personality, not your appearance.”

“Personality?”

Lageum spoke with a slightly tearful voice.

“Yes, you must have been lonely and struggling in a strange place… but you’re still so bright… still…”

Lageum eventually showed tears.

A flustered Seoran comforted her taller younger sister.

“Lageum, why are you crying… Don’t cry…”

“Sister…”

Lageum bent down and hugged Seoran.

Seoran also silently patted her sister’s back.

Just like when they were both young.

After a while, as she seemed to calm down, Lageum stopped crying.

“Sister, anyway, I’m glad you returned safely. I really missed you. You know I love you a lot, right?”

Seoran replied with a big smile.

“Yes, I know, I know. I missed you a lot too, Lageum.”

Lageum wiped the corners of her eyes with her sleeve and asked playfully.

“Really? How much did you miss me?”

“As much as the sky and the earth?”

At the cliché expression, Lageum burst into laughter.


“Haha, what is that?”

Seoran blankly stared at Lageum’s smile.

She had grown taller and more mature, but traces of her childhood were still there.

Finding it cute, Seoran couldn’t help but laugh as well.

She finally felt the reality of being back home.
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Seoran and Lageum talked for hours, losing track of time.

The adventure in the Eastern Continent was recounted once again.

After so many retellings and embellishments, it had become almost half-fiction.

Of course, Lageum, hearing it for the first time, enjoyed it thoroughly.

Next was the time to show off the spoils of the journey.

The third prize from the Grand Woodcraft Tournament, the resplendent Millennium Earthwood.

Even Lageum, who was knowledgeable about woodcraft, was greatly impressed.

Finally, Seoran introduced the four sisters of the doll.

With numerous advanced functions installed inside them,

They were the epitome of Eastern Continent puppetry.

Lageum’s reaction was the most enthusiastic of the day.

“Did you really make this, sister?!”

“Of course. Let me tell you about the technology that went into this…”

“That’s amazing!”

“Right? Especially the self-charging function…”

“Wow, how can a doll carved from wood be so beautiful? You had such a talent for this. It looks just like a real person. If you could do this well, why didn’t you do it before?”

“Huh?”

Seoran pondered the meaning of Lageum’s words.

It didn’t take long for her to realize.

Lageum was marveling at the appearance of the dolls, not their functions.

As a creator, Seoran wanted her to be impressed by the painstakingly crafted internal features, not the adequately shaped exterior.

“Lageum, the doll sisters can also shoot beams from their eyes.”

Of course, this was of little significance.

“Beams? That also came from the magic tool you made last time. What’s so great about that?”

The thought was essentially, ‘A doll or a magic tool, what’s the difference?’

Seoran reacted like most IT professionals would when a layperson makes an offhand comment, unaware of the complexities involved.

She launched into a futile explanation to make her sister understand just how difficult it was.

Seoran used all her gestures and words to explain.

“So, do you understand now?”

“Yes, I understand perfectly.”

It was a face that understood nothing.

She was just nodding along because her sister said so.

Seoran felt like crying.

She wanted to go somewhere quiet and shout.

This is really difficult!

It’s as significant as inventing a Wi-Fi showerhead!

Please praise my achievements in more detail!

Of course, it wasn’t that hard to do.

The bamboo groves were plentiful in Ojukmun.

She could shout, “The Emperor’s ears are donkey ears!” anywhere.

But she never got the detailed praise for the performance.

Lageum, with an enthralled expression, was too busy admiring the beautiful sister dolls and marveling at them.

Seoran resumed her rigorous training in earnest.

Consuming herbal pills, meditating, and studying magical arts.

She began to spend her days energetically as before.

Waking up at dawn, she enjoyed the magical sauna with Damcheong.

Following Yeomujin’s teachings, she also worked hard on clone techniques.

The remaining time was spent studying puppetry or meditating to reflect on her inner self.

Of course, learning from her past obsession with demonic cultivation, she also enjoyed leisure time in appropriate proportions.

Once, she visited the medicinal herb department to meet Lageum.

By chance, she was able to witness the alchemical process.

She saw a rare sight that money couldn’t buy.

Novice alchemist Lageum was diligently boiling water and spiritual herbs in a giant cauldron.

Stirring with a ladle, she took a small taste.

Tilting her head in thought, she then breathed fire from her mouth.

The flame, infused with purification magic, heated the cauldron.

It was so hot that even a monk would sweat profusely.

Lageum gradually adjusted the amount of breath she exhaled to find the optimal temperature.

Seoran was impressed by Lageum’s concentration.

She had spent her life swallowing pills made by others without knowing the arduous process behind their creation.

She resolved never to complain about the taste of herbal pills again.

In addition, Seoran explored various parts of Ojukmun.

Enjoying the study of giant-slaying techniques with Ho-Hye.

Engaging in numerous friendly Go matches with Geumyeong.

Participating in the Great Earth Goddess Reconstruction event with Damcheong.

She also finished organizing the items she brought from the Eastern Continent.

She placed the proof of deposit jade medallion and gears in the souvenir box.

The Millennium Earthwood was stored in her personal safe at the library.

She planned to enhance her puppetry skills further and use it.

Currently, Seoran’s primary interest was, of course, puppetry.

Specifically, her main goal was to integrate the puppetry techniques she had learned from both the Eastern and Western Continents.

She already possessed the essence of Western puppetry.

It was the “Study of Learning Dolls” by puppetry enthusiast Yeopgwanbo.

It was so difficult that she hadn’t understood even half of it before.

But now, she felt confident.

Seoran reverently opened the research book.

Indeed, she saw more because she knew more.

“Master Yeop! Why did you leave us so soon?”

Seoran wept profusely while engrossed in the research book.


To think that such advanced puppetry existed in the barren land of the Western Continent.

Yeopgwanbo had created a miracle alone in a world that didn’t understand him.

Born in the Western Continent by the whims of fate.

The final insights of the unfortunate genius.

And Seoran, who had grasped the essence of Eastern puppetry.

Seoran felt a certain destiny in this series of connections.

“Master Yeop, please watch over me from the heavens! I will carry on your legacy! I will perfect the ultimate puppetry! I swear!”

A resolute vow of tears that seemed to echo to the heavens.

In the next room, Geumyeong, who had been sleeping quietly, woke up.

It seemed unusually noisy today.

Geumyeong put in earplugs and went back to sleep.

The next day, from the morning, Seoran immersed herself in puppetry.

The goal was to read the revered research book ten times a day.

After reading it about five times, a guest visited.

It was a member of the upper management.

“Monk Ryu, is the report ready yet?”

“Oh, right.”

Seoran scratched the back of her head.

No wonder she had a feeling she was forgetting something.

After nearly half a month with no word, a reminder had come.

Seoran hastily wrote the report on the Eastern Continent.

The joint upper management of Ojukmun and Geumjakpa gathered.

The agenda was the “Proper Approach to the Eastern Continent.”

The upper management speed-read through Seoran’s Eastern Continent report.

Despite its insane length, everyone finished it quickly.

After reading documents for hundreds of years, you get used to it whether you like it or not.

The report’s content was more substantial than expected.

“Then, let’s start the meeting.”

The upper management began brainstorming as usual.

“Eventually, we do need to make contact, right?”

“It’s too valuable to completely ignore.”

“Due to the abnormal power structure, the wasted human and material resources are considerable.”

“Considering the scheduled ascension, it might be better to focus on collecting techniques or magical arts.”

“According to the report, there are too many spirit root holders living and dying as ordinary people. Is there no way to address this?”

“Let’s just give up on that part. Only high-level monks can pass through the deep forest with the teleportation array. It’s unfortunate but inevitable.”

“So, the main issues are the underworld personnel and the eroded zones. There aren’t any good solutions.”

“With the Great Rift closed, won’t things get better soon?”

“We might ascend faster than the eroded zones get purified.”

“How about creating teleportation arrays outside the forest?”

“Experts are researching it, but…”

“Discussing the interpretation or restoration of teleportation patterns is too premature at this point.”

“Honestly, is there much point in us discussing this here? The only information we have about the Eastern Continent is Monk Ryu’s report.”

“That’s right. The content is substantial, but it’s ultimately information collected by one person. With just this, we can’t make well-informed decisions.”

“Western Continent and Eastern Continent are too different in their sect structures, landscapes, and cultures.”

“You are correct. Especially, we need diverse information about the large sects. By the way, why is the section criticizing the Ten Great Sects so extensive? The rest are lacking, but this part is unusually long.”

“There are too many categories of diplomatic targets as well. There are the Five Elements Mask Sect, the Ten Great Sects, various small sects scattered around, and even landscape groups. Yet Monk Ryu’s activities are focused solely on Taebong Valley.”

“Additionally, the chaos caused by closing the Great Rift is also an issue. At this point, any prediction would just be guesswork. We need more information and time.”

As a result of the meeting, the consensus leaned in one direction.

The biggest issue was the lack of information.

Ultimately, decisions regarding the Eastern Continent were temporarily postponed.

However, this did not mean a passive response.

The joint upper management dispatched an organization to the Eastern Continent.

Chief Geumjungpae crossed the teleportation array.

Twenty decisive monks accompanied him.

They established a base at the palace with the teleportation array.

Their mission was not diplomacy but intelligence.

Some disguised themselves as travelers and infiltrated Taebong Valley.

Thanks to the unique culture of the Eastern Continent, strangers appearing without connections would not be suspected.

The agents would blend in, build networks, and establish an intelligence network.

The rest defended the rear base, the palace with the teleportation array.

They planned to repel aggressive monsters in the vicinity and explore ruins near the Great Rift.

As long as they held the teleportation array, they could retreat if necessary.

Geumjungpae enjoyed the thrill in his chest and spoke.

“First, find the local collaborator called Samamyo.”

“Yes!”

Some agents left with baskets of fruit.

“The strike team should start with exterminating the monsters.”

“Yes!”

Soon after, countless seismic waves struck the Great Forest.

The reason why the diplomat and earth attribute expert Geumjungpae became the head of the intelligence organization was simple.

The virtues of a diplomat are also the virtues of a spy.

Moreover, few were stronger than him in ground combat.

Geumjungpae could handle any situation.


Diplomacy and intelligence collection start from the same place.

The appointment was perfect.

Geumjungpae muttered with anticipation.

“Hello, new world.”

It was autumn.
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While the covert guests were spying on the Eastern Continent, Seoran was immersed in her research in accordance with her oath.

She was studying the learning dolls.

The research book was sealed inside the wooden doll.

Although it had split in half and ceased to function, the wooden doll still had its use. The preface of the research book advised using the remains of the wooden doll as teaching material.

Late at night, in the secluded hours, Seoran retrieved the left and right halves of the wooden doll that had been resting in the storage.

She laid the remains side by side on the operating table.

Following the procedures written in the research book, she meticulously began disassembling and analyzing the wooden doll.

The design naturally elicited admiration.

“Oh, oh, wow!”

Intricately calibrated internal mechanisms.

Beautifully efficient magic circuits.

A logical structure and optimization so sophisticated, it was hard to believe it came from a single mind.

It was vastly different from the starting point of Eastern Continent doll-making techniques.

A level reached through solitary struggle.

A path that no one else had taken.

Seoran disassembled the wooden doll throughout the night.

As the combined parts were divided into smaller pieces, Seoran’s doll-making skills advanced limitlessly.

Yup Gwanbo successfully imparted the achievements he had accumulated over his lifetime to his successor.

Seoran’s reverse-engineering skills also improved rapidly.

She could now analyze the deformed magic tool, the transforming puppet ship, in just ten days.

Autumn and winter passed, and spring arrived.

This year, Seoran turned thirty.

It had been fifteen years since she first discovered Yup Gwanbo’s research book.

Seoran was now ready.

A new doll development committee was immediately convened.

Due to the busy new school term at the academy, Ho Hyemun couldn’t attend, so the third advisor joined in.

The joint leader of the Bamboo Alliance and the White Crane, Teacher Geum Yeongyeong.

The Eastern Continent exchange student doll-maker, Ryu Seoran.

The possessor of an inhuman aesthetic sense, Damcheong.

A person who pursued only efficiency, Geum Yeongyeong.

The trio who couldn’t act their age gathered around the tea table.

The goal was an industrial learning doll.

More precisely, they wanted to create a doll that could completely replace humans in unskilled labor fields.

The self-proclaimed best doll-maker of the Western Continent was confident.

Considering her experience, Damcheong asked.

“I don’t really know what a learning doll is, but doesn’t the performance of a doll usually correlate with its cost? No matter how much development funds we have, we won’t be able to make many. I worry that it might be too expensive for just simple workers.”

Seoran answered fluently.

“You are correct. A doll with learning capabilities is very expensive. However, not every doll needs to learn individually. It’s not just a cost issue; it’s highly inefficient. If we have a means to connect the dolls, a single brain would suffice.”

 “What? Dolls connected to each other! Is such a thing even possible!?”

“Of course, who do you think I am?” 

The answer lay in the technique of telepathy.

Telepathy was a magical art that allowed the transmission of specific information to others.

Seoran applied telepathy to create a magical network structure that enabled dolls to exchange information with each other.

She named it the “Telepathy Network,” a network exclusively for dolls.

Just like how the brain sends electrical signals to move the arms, or how soldiers execute a general’s strategy, or how devices connect via a computer network.

The concept Seoran envisioned was simple.

It was the separation of thought and action.

Through this method, she overcame the cost issue.

“So, you’re using high-quality materials only for the core doll responsible for learning and control, and making the rest from cheap materials?”

“Exactly.”

“Then what about the power source? Using only cheap materials means the amount of magical power stored at once will be limited. You can’t have a battery mage following around all day to recharge the dolls whenever they stop.”

“The power source will be handled through remote magical power supply.”

Geum Yeongyeong and Seoran continued their discussion.

“The core doll responsible for learning and control, what should we call it? The core doll? Anyway, it will supply magical power to the other dolls, right?”

“Exactly. The official name for the core doll is ‘Law Brain.’ It means a brain that operates with magical power.”

“And where will this Law Brain get its magical power?”

“It will have a self-charging function.”

“Such a function usually has terrible efficiency. Will it gather enough magical power to supply to numerous dolls?”

“Normally, yes, but if we forgo miniaturization, we don’t need to worry about efficiency. Additionally, we plan to link it with ley lines to draw in spiritual energy. This will be sufficient for magical power supply.”

“What about the issues of maximum range and magical power loss when supplying power remotely?”

“The range issue can be solved by installing relays throughout the mountains. The more relays we have, the lower the magical power loss, as we’ll only be doing short-distance transmissions repeatedly.”

“I believe it, you are indeed the best doll maker in the Western Continent.”

“Ryu Seoran! Ryu Seoran! Ryu Seoran!”

The development process accelerated rapidly.

**********

Time passed quickly.

Finally, autumn arrived, painting the mountains with fall colors.

Over the past six months, the trio spared no effort.

Ryu Seoran.

Rising at dawn for the steam room.

Certainly! Here’s the text with a blank line after each sentence for better readability:

After breakfast, Seoran attended to the mermaid sect pilgrims.

After lunch, she engaged in training towards mastering Origin Qi.

After dinner, she attended the doll development meetings.

Damcheong.

Woke up at dawn for the steam room.

Had breakfast and swam with the carp in the pond.

After lunch, attended to the mermaid sect pilgrims.

After dinner, attended the doll development meetings.


Geum Yeongyeong.

Woke up late and had lunch.

Played hard, then did some training when bored.

After dinner, attended the doll development meetings.

Went to bed earlier than anyone else.

During this period, the development meetings proceeded without a hitch.

This lack of issues was evidence that there were no objections.

Such a scenario is typically considered an omen of impending disaster.

The beasts of misfortune wore satisfied expressions.

They were the legion of hell that had arrived in the mortal realm.

Seoran, Damcheong, and Geumyeongyeong spoke in turn.

“It’s truly perfect!”

“There’s nothing to criticize!”

“Let’s keep this up forever!”

Of course, things did not continue as smoothly.

The external collaborator they had invited to complete the dolls, Lageum, stood in the way like a runaway train.

“Sister, no matter what, this isn’t right.”

Seoran asked in confusion.

“Lageum, why all of a sudden?”

“Why? You still ask after seeing that?”

Lageum pointed to the monstrous creation the trio had birthed.

A massive brain the size of a house and countless skeletons.

The brain was repulsive, and the skeletons lacked even heads.

Lageum reacted sensibly.

“Why did you make it look like a brain?”

Seoran, Damcheong, and Geum Yeongyeong answered in sequence.

“That doll’s name is Law Brain. That’s why it looks like a brain.”

“Look at its massive size. Doesn’t it look powerful?”

“It handles learning and control. It can even produce dolls and relays by itself.”

Lageum also pointed out the issue with the skeleton army.

“What are these skeletons? Where are their heads?”

The trio kindly answered again.

“They’re terminal dolls under the Law Brain’s control.”

“No heads mean no weaknesses.”

“The form is for improved fuel efficiency and cost reduction. You wouldn’t believe the struggle for optimization.”

The doll design was already complete.

A fiery breath from a fire-attribute monkwould turn clay into ceramics, completing the giant brain and skeleton army. This was the reason Lageum had been suddenly summoned. Naturally, Lageum was vehemently opposed.

“We can’t unleash such demons into Ojukmun,” 

“Lageum, what looks demonic about this? It’s not even that original… You liked the golden yaksha I made last time.”

“I didn’t tell you then, but… Honestly, sister, your sense of aesthetics is a bit strange. If kids see the dolls you make, they might have a fit.”

Shocked, Seoran stammered. “My, my dolls are that strange?”

“Yeah.”

“Wh-wh-why didn’t you say that before?”

 “Back then, I thought you just weren’t good at sculpting. So I lied, didn’t want to hurt your feelings. But when I saw the doll master sisters you made, I realized.”

“Realized what?”

“You have a natural talent for sculpting. It’s just your sense of aesthetics that’s twisted. So, can’t you make something normal instead of these weird dolls?”

“But this is my art. You’re asking me to give that up?”

“A headless skeleton is art?”

“Can’t you feel the scathing critique of humanity that’s abandoned free will and philosophical thought? The shocking artistry within the skeletal remains of this collective?”

“I don’t get it.”

“You don’t understand art at all…”

“Then let’s ask others.”

 “Fine.”

Thus, a large-scale survey was conducted. 

The giant brain and headless skeleton army. 

Versus… Cute animal friends that looked like they came out of a fairy tale.

 The animal friends were Lageum’s idea. 

Simple forms with animal heads on human bodies.

 Seoran made them half-heartedly.

The survey results were clear. The animal friends won by a landslide. Even Seoran had to admit defeat. The public’s preference was undeniable.

“Fine, I’ll make the animal dolls.”

Despite her initial reluctance, Seoran poured her creativity and skill into the new project. The animal friends were an instant hit. Each one was unique, charming, and functional. 

They were not only aesthetically pleasing but also highly efficient.

In the end, Seoran’s team succeeded in creating a revolutionary line of dolls that were both practical and popular. The animal friends were deployed widely, making life easier for countless people.

Seoran, Damcheong, and Geumyeongyeong gathered to celebrate their success.

Even Lageum joined in, proud of the impact her suggestion had made.

“Who would have thought,” 

“That something so simple could be so effective?”

The others nodded in agreement. It was a lesson in humility and the power of collaboration.

Their journey of innovation and creativity was far from over. There were always new challenges and opportunities on the horizon.

 Together, they would face whatever came next, armed with their unique blend of talents and perspectives.

The survey excluded Won Yeonggi, who was in secluded training, and was open to any monk aged ten and above. 

Participants came from various genders, backgrounds, and age groups, spanning roughly five hundred years in age range—a truly diverse pool. 

Thanks to the cooperation of the librarians, the results were quickly tallied.

Seoran was defeated across all genders and age groups, except for one. 

The only group that favored Seoran’s giant brain and headless skeleton army was teenage boys.

Reluctantly, Seoran accepted the results. However, she couldn’t help but grumble.


“But my aesthetics aren’t wrong. If this were the Eastern Continent, the results would have been different! True art never loses!”

Thus, the newly invented ceramic doll collective, created by Seoran, was officially named “Animal Farm.”

Despite her initial resistance, Seoran poured her skills and creativity into the new project. The animal friends quickly became popular, each one unique, charming, and functional. Not only were they aesthetically pleasing, but they were also highly efficient.

In the end, the team’s efforts resulted in a revolutionary line of dolls that were both practical and beloved by many. The animal friends were widely deployed, making life easier for countless people.





 
  
    Chapter 79: Hello World ! – 4


Animal Farm, Finally Released!

The release date was set for the end of this year.

Originally, it was planned to be launched next spring, befitting the name “Animal Farm” and the sowing season.

However, circumstances forced an earlier release.

The mountains had been buried under an unprecedented snowfall, the likes of which had not been seen for centuries.

Using magic to melt the snow only resulted in it refreezing into dangerous ice.

The poor snow-clearing monks, equipped with shovels, were overwhelmed.

No matter how much they shoveled, the snow piled back up to knee height as soon as they turned around.

The monks cried out in frustration:

“Why doesn’t the Ojukmun have any snow-clearing magic?”

“Is this weather even normal?”

“Stop snowing already!”

“O heavens!”

Their complaints fell on deaf ears.

After all, mortals cannot change the weather.

In the human world, only a Fire Attribute sorcerer or a dragon could control the weather.

Luckily, there was a dragon at Ojukmun.

Seoran asked Damcheong, “Damcheong, could you possibly change the weather?”

Damcheong, only peeking out from under her blanket, responded, “Of course I can.”

“Then, could you do something about this snowfall…”

Damcheong interrupted, “But are you sure you want me to?”

“What do you mean?”

“Weather is part of a cycle. Forcing it to change could have repercussions. Altering the weather today might lead to a drought for years. Do you still want me to change it?”

Seoran shook her head, “No, please pretend I never asked.”

“Before you go, could you move the heater closer to my bed? It’s too cold to get out from under the covers.”

“Of course.”

Seoran moved four heaters closer to Damcheong’s bed before leaving the room.

The weight of the accumulated snow threatened to collapse the roof.

Watching the maids climb ladders to clear the snow, Seoran finally made a decision.

“There’s no other choice…”

Animal Farm (Early Access) was urgently released.

The snow-clearing monks, spending a festive white Christmas with their shovels, were shocked.

Ceramic animal friends suddenly appeared.

Dogs, cats, horses, pigs, sheep, chickens, cows, rabbits, and more.

These new helpers quickly joined the snow-clearing effort.

With their arrival, the grumbling monks found their workload significantly lightened.

Each animal friend was not only efficient but also brought a touch of charm to the grueling task.

Seoran and her team watched with satisfaction as the animal friends integrated seamlessly into the daily life of the temple, proving that their hard work and ingenuity were well worth the effort.

The “Animal Farm” project was not only a technical success but also a morale booster during a particularly harsh winter.

As the snow continued to fall gently, the monks found themselves smiling more often, reassured by the presence of their new ceramic companions.

Although their hairstyles were different, they were all holding snow shovels.

Everyome was filled with a sense of hopeful anticipation.

“Is that Monk Ryu’s dolls?!”

“Are they here to help with the snow removal?!”

“Wow, as expected!”

“We believed in them!”

But the animal friends betrayed the people’s expectations.

They clumsily shoveled and even hit their own feet.

While clearing snow, they struck the nearby dolls with their shovels. Some even slipped and fell alone.

It was still in the early access stage, so there were many shortcomings.

There were more dolls flailing on the ground, unable to get up, than there were clearing snow.

They gave up their hopes and continued shoveling.

The first day of the animal farm was disappointing.

The brain of the law dreamed all night based on the data obtained that day.

After learning the behavior of some high performers who cleared a lot of snow, it taught the others.

However, it did not educate them all in the same way.

On the second day, the animal friends appeared again.

The monks were astonished.

Most of the dolls, which couldn’t even manage their own bodies the day before, were now moving quite decently.

Although there were occasional malfunctions, on average, their improvement was remarkable.

That night, the brain of the law dreamed again.

Due to the slightly different education the day before, there were some differences in the dolls’ performance.

Once again, the brain of the law learned from the high performers and improved the entire group of animal friends.

The dolls’ snow removal skills rapidly improved.

Seoran confirmed that the learning procedure of the animal farm was functioning correctly and procured a large amount of clay.

She poured it all into the brain of the law’s occipital lobe hole.

Soon, warm dolls emerged from the frontal lobe hole.

Repeated learning and education enhanced their work abilities.

As long as there was clay, the number of dolls steadily increased. About fifteen days later, something remarkable happened.

The monks were no longer needed.

All they had to do was designate the places to clear snow and where to dump it.

Then the dolls did everything on their own.

The heavy snowfall continued unabated.

However, the living areas remained incredibly clean.

The snow removal speed of the animal farm had surpassed the snowfall.

Spring arrived, and by the time the accumulated snow melted.

The animal farm had undergone numerous improvements and was finally completed.

As a result, their range of activities significantly increased.

New functions were updated daily.


Let’s grow together, Animal Farm.

The animal friends picked up sickles, hoes, and plows.

They began with weeding and sowing seeds.

Let’s wash together, Animal Farm.

The animal friends picked up washboards and laundry.

They scrubbed vigorously and twisted with all their might to wring out the water.

Let’s move together, Animal Farm.

The animal friends carried heavy loads and ran across the mountain ranges.

Even the murderous inclines of the stairs couldn’t stop the dolls.

Let’s clean together, Animal Farm.

The animal friends swept and scrubbed every corner of the wooden doors.

The dolls took care of trash and laundry on their own.

Spring, summer, autumn, and winter.

A year passed, and spring came once again.

Thanks to the endlessly multiplying relays and animal friends, the influence of Animal Farm expanded throughout the mountain ranges.

Farming, transportation, cleaning, laundry, and more.

Most of the tasks handled by the monks disappeared.

Now, only a few managers were needed.

The monks were essentially liberated from labor.

**********

A new world arrived.

Thanks to Animal Farm, the demand for unskilled labor plummeted.

The tasks for the monks were limited to areas the dolls couldn’t handle.

Usually, they were jobs involving people, like daycare or office assistance.

All of these tasks involved interacting with people or mental activities.

Even those tasks that could be done alone were often handled by several people together.

There was still work for the monks.

However, the average working hours significantly decreased.

The monks allocated the extra time they gained to training or leisure at their discretion.

Suddenly, there was a lot more leisure time.

The monks felt restless with boredom.

The need for a leisure culture emerged.

After heated discussions, the joint leadership reached a conclusion.

They decided to promote reading.

Of course, they didn’t just shove books into people’s hands.

That wouldn’t be a smart approach.

The joint leadership established various hobby classes first.

Go, pottery, embroidery, crafts, cooking, woodworking, and more.

Diverse hobby classes were held every five days.

The five-day interval was the most crucial part.

Geum Yeongyeong enrolled in the Go class.

Recently, she had lost repeatedly to Seoran with a record of win-lose-lose-lose-win-lose-lose-win-lose-lose-lose.

She wanted to learn an incredible strategy to completely overwhelm her.

The instructor for the class was a seasoned monk.

She had first picked up a stone at the age of five, nearly four hundred years ago.

For reference, she had won the international Go tournament ten times.

Geum Yeongyeong spent a beneficial time learning and returned.

She immediately used the basics she learned that day on Seoran.

Although it soon stopped working, she managed to win three consecutive games.

Geum Yeong-yeong continued attending the classes diligently.

However, she started feeling more and more unsatisfied.

The Go classes every five days were too tantalizing.

Around that time, the Go instructor said something interesting.

“If anyone wants to study alone outside of class hours, visit the Jangseo-gak. There are many books related to Go. From basics to life and death problems, and even records of famous games. You can also borrow them.”

Geum Yeongyeong ran straight to the Jangseogak.

She borrowed a couple of Go-related books.

This kind of thing happened frequently.

At first, people only looked for hobby-related books, but as they visited the Jangseo-gak more often, their areas of interest expanded.

It was inevitable due to the irresistible phrases.

“A Hundred Ways to Meditate.”

“Become a Good Person Before Becoming a Saint.”

“The Encyclopedia of Spiritual Creatures You Can’t Afford to Miss.”

The advertisements captivated people.

Curiosity led more people to borrow books.

They had nothing else to do and were bored anyway.

Eventually, some people even started writing their own books.

Numerous new publications were added to the Jangseogak’s rental list.

If many people borrowed a book, more copies were printed.

The printing press never ran out of ink.

A reading craze swept through Ojukmun.

Observing this sequence of events, Seoran thought.

Should I write a book too?

Seoran closed her eyes and imagined.

In the near future, she was a great literary figure.

Everyone was enthusiastic about Seoran.

“Writer Ryu, please release a new book!”

“The last book on puppet techniques was truly amazing!”

“I want to become a puppet master when I grow up!”

With a reading and publishing craze underway, Seoran thought of riding this wave by writing a book.

This could even lead to a puppet technique craze.

Seoran already felt successful.

“MonkYeop, I’ve finally done it!”

Then she locked herself in her room and immersed herself in writing.

She compiled the essence of puppet techniques from both the Eastern and Western continents.

It was an arduous process, truly putting her soul into it.

Seoran finally completed it.

“Puppet Techniques for Beginners”

An immortal masterpiece to be passed down through generations.

Seoran confidently published her book.

It was written by none other than the greatest puppet master of the Western Continent.

Moreover, Seoran was a scholar who had studied in the Eastern Continent.

Seoran anticipated the impact her book would create.

A month later, Seoran went to the Jangseogak.

This month’s most prolific reader was Geum Yeongyeong.

She had read a hundred books by herself in a single month.

Seoran was purely impressed.

“Does she ever rest?”

Seoran moved to another section.

This month’s popular books: none.

This month’s recommended books: none.

She checked the new releases section.

This month’s popular new releases: none.

This month’s recommended new releases: none.

Seoran steadied her wavering mind.

It’s okay, you can’t expect success immediately.

Maybe people didn’t know I published a book.

That must be it; there’s no other explanation.

Seoran asked the librarian.

“How many times has my book ‘Puppet Techniques for Beginners’ been borrowed so far?”

The librarian shuffled through some papers and replied.


“No one has borrowed it yet.”

“That can’t be!”

It was a thunderous shock.







 
  
    Chapter 80: Art and Love


The oldest member of Ojukmun is Yeomujin. This year, he turned 922 years old.

Additionally, he is the strongest person in the world.

Yeomujin’s daily routine is highly regimented.

He never skips a day of meditation and practicing his martial arts techniques.

There is only one exception each year: the day he collects bamboo shoots.

Today happened to be that day.

As usual, Yeomujin visited the bamboo grove.

It was summer, and the sounds of children playing in the water could be heard.

The clear and lively laughter of children.

To Yeomujin, it was a memory from a distant past. He gathered the bamboo shoots and returned to his dwelling.

The amount was slightly more than usual.

With skilled hands, Yeomujin cooked bamboo shoot rice.

He divided it equally into three portions.

One for himself, one for his wife, and one for Seoran.

Today was the day of the regular lesson.

Seoran arrived precisely on time.

Yeomujin and Seoran conversed familiarly.

“Use your spirit sight.”

“Yes!”

Seoran used her spirit sight.

It was different from when she first became a decisive investigator. The overwhelming pressure she felt from Yeomujin was gone.

The reason was simple.

The gap between them had narrowed. Seoran’s soul had reached an incredible height.

There were only a few steps left on the ladder.

Ryu Seoran’s rate of growth was simply unbelievable.

It was the result of her innate talent combined with the power of the sacred treasure.

It was time for her to glimpse the next realm.

Yeomujin spoke.

“Today, I’ll teach you about the Origin Spirit Ceremony.”

Seoran focused intently, her eyes shining.

“In truth, you don’t need to memorize the detailed preparation procedures for the ceremony. Those will be handled by the sect anyway. There’s only one thing you need to focus on: the Heavenly Tribulation.”

“The Heavenly Tribulation?”

“Yes, the Heavenly Tribulation. It is the trial bestowed by the heavens.”

Yeomujin continued his explanation.

The Origin Spirit is the transcendence of the soul.

Upon reaching this realm, the soul sheds a layer.

It then condenses into the form of an infant.

A previously insignificant soul is reborn in this manner.

It ascends to a higher level of existence.

This is why the form of the Origin Spirit resembles a newborn baby.

In a way, it is akin to breaking the cycle of reincarnation.

Thus, the heavens bestow the trial known as the Heavenly Tribulation.

Only those cultivators who withstand the Heavenly Tribulation and prove their worth can reach the realm of the Origin Spirit.

Seoran was also planning to attempt it in a few years.

After finishing his explanation, Yeomujin handed her a book.

“Read this repeatedly until the Origin Spirit Ceremony.”

“Understood.”

Yeomu-jin also handed her a bundle.

“This is bamboo shoot rice. Share it with a friend at home.”

“Oh, you didn’t have to, but thank you so much.”

Seoran took the book and bamboo shoot rice and left.

Yeomujin set the table meticulously.

It was bamboo shoot rice, a dish his beloved wife adored and thus had grown to love himself.

He placed it in front of his wife’s memorial tablet.

Yeomujin still deeply loved his wife.

******

Seoran shared the bamboo shoot rice with Lageum.

Yeomujin’s cooking was excellent.

After the enjoyable meal, they had a cup of tea.

 “Lageum, did you find out what I asked?”

“Yes.”

“What did everyone say?”

Seoran was curious about why her book wasn’t popular.

So she had asked Lageum, who had a wide network, to investigate.

She wanted to know why books on puppet techniques were not popular.

Lageum reported her findings.

“First, the most common response was indifference. People just weren’t interested in puppet techniques, so they didn’t borrow related books.”

“Hmm, I see.”

It was an understandable result.

Puppet techniques were a niche field in the Western Continent.

The second most common response was more crucial.

Lageum continued, “The second reason was prejudice. After seeing the ceramic dolls you made, they developed a preconception about puppet techniques. They thought it was difficult and didn’t even look at the related books.”

“If they just read one page, they’d see how easy it is…”

The third response was also as expected.

“The third most common answer was lack of interest. They took the book off the shelf, read a few pages, and found it boring, so they put it back.”

“It’s interesting once you get past the beginning…”

Seoran hung her head.

She felt an overwhelming sense of despair.

It was hard to believe this was reality.


Incidentally, this month’s most popular book was a Go introduction book.

“Aah…”

Seoran’s heart grew dark.

Puppet techniques are cutting-edge technology in Susun.

How can a technical book lose to a Go book?

That would be unimaginable on Earth.

She suddenly had another thought.

Wait a minute, isn’t this a bit annoying?

They play with dolls but don’t read the Puppet Techniques for Beginners book?

Shouldn’t they at least read it out of fairness?

As Seoran was heading to her room, she ran into Geum Yeongyeong.

The three-month reigning bookworm was walking while reading.

These days, she never let a book out of her hands.

Seoran’s eyes widened in realization.

Come to think of it, no one borrowed my book.

Does that mean she reads a hundred books a month but hasn’t read my beginners’ book even once?

She said she liked puppet techniques last time!

Seoran asked Geum Yeongyeong, who was passing by in the hallway.

“Yeongyeong, what book are you reading?”

“I’m reading a cooking introduction book.”

“Aren’t you going to read about puppet techniques? You said it was fun last time.”

“No, I won’t read it.”

Seoran stammered as she asked.

“Wh-why, why?”

“Because other things are more interesting.”

“Then, after you finish everything else, will you read about puppet techniques?”

Geum Yeongyeong replied firmly.

“I still won’t read it. Who reads those things nowadays? I’m busy reading novels.”

“Novels?”

“You didn’t know? Novels are the trend now.”

The trend had shifted from technical books to novels.

Now, even people without the expertise to teach others could write books and become authors.

All they needed was imagination and storytelling.

Seoran, puzzled, asked.

“But you’re reading a cooking introduction book right now.”

“I’m reading a novel where the protagonist is a chef.”

With that, Geum Yeongyeong went into her room.

“Oh, I see.”

Seoran’s question was answered.

No wonder she was reading an uncharacteristic cooking book.

For a moment, I thought she was taking bridal lessons or something.

She just got interested because of the chef protagonist?

As she nodded, another thought crossed her mind.

Oh, then maybe I can too?

Seoran decided to become a novelist.

Seoran firmly believed that she was a great artist, standing shoulder to shoulder with Leonardo da Vinci.

And among the countless talents of the historical genius da Vinci was his literary ability.

Seoran couldn’t be outdone.

Literature is also art.

The Puppet Techniques for Beginners wasn’t popular.

But that was only because it was a technical book.

It would be different if it was a novel written by the great artist Ryu Seoran.

Ignite, my artistic spirit.

Seoran began writing a long novel.

A novel consists of three elements:

Characters, setting, and plot.

Seoran started by creating the characters.

To naturally spark interest in puppet techniques, she made a puppeteer the protagonist.

She also hastily created a puppet companion.

The setting was inspired by reality for immersion.

A world that was a blend of the Eastern and Western continents.

Her experiences traveling across both continents helped a lot.

The plot revolved around the adventures encountered during a journey.

To complete a puppet with a heart, the puppeteer protagonist sets off on an adventure with their puppet.

She planned to stick short episodes together while maintaining the main storyline.

The genre was adventure.

The theme was good versus evil, with a touch of sci-fi philosophy.

It touched on the coldness of humans compared to puppets without body heat, a puppet girl confused by her sudden consciousness, and other superficial explorations of existence and justice.

As Seoran looked at the finished manuscript, she had a gut feeling.

“This is hopeless.”

It seemed like a novel that had no chance of success.

The fateful meeting of a puppeteer boy and a puppet girl.

A predictable structure with a conventional beginning, middle, and end.

Clichés and overused themes.

It smelled like a boring classic novel.

Maybe literature isn’t my path.

Well, no one can be good at everything.

Being bad at one thing adds human charm, right?

Feeling that the half-year spent writing wasn’t a waste, Seoran published the book.

The title was “The Puppeteer Boy and the Puppet Girl.”

She had no expectations of the novel’s success.

And then, Seoran became a great literary figure.

********

Seoran’s long novel broke records.

So many people wanted to borrow it that it had to be reprinted, and reprinted again, and reprinted yet again.

Eventually, the printing press couldn’t keep up and broke down.

This month’s popular book, this month’s recommended book, this month’s popular new release, and this month’s recommended new release – Seoran’s novel swept them all.

The Puppet Techniques for Beginners still ranked last in borrowing, meaning she occupied both the top and bottom of the rankings.

It was an incredible achievement.

The publishing manager of Jangseogak came to see Seoran.

“Writer Ryu, when will the next volume be completed?”

Seoran asked in surprise.

“The next volume? Already?”

“Will it take long?”

“At least half a year…”

The manager replied.

“Oh dear, that’s problematic. People will be waiting…”

Seoran was confused.

Is this really a novel that would become so popular?

It doesn’t seem like it…

Is my sense of what’s good really that different from others?

While she pondered, the manager suggested.

“Then let’s publish the story in shorter installments. We can compile them all together later.”


“Honestly, I’m not confident…”

The manager motivated her.

“The borrowing rate for the Puppet Techniques for Beginners is also skyrocketing.”

“Alright, let’s give it a shot!”

Motivation, complete!



 
  
    Chapter 81: Art and Love – 2


Year three as a novelist.

A lot has happened in the past three years.

First, Geum Yeongyeong was dragged off to Geumjakpa.

One day, when she was shirking her responsibilities and partying like there was no tomorrow, reality came knocking.

They were Geum Yeongyeong’s parents.

The two of them came to Ojukmun, grabbed their daughter from both sides, and hauled her away.

As she was dragged away, Geum Yeongyeong shouted.

“Seoran, I have a favor to ask! Please return the books in my room! And make sure to burn the poems I wrote in my drawer! Don’t read them, okay?!”

Thus ended the long reign of Geum Yeongyeong as the undisputed bookworm.

This year, Seoran is thirty-five, and Geum Yeongyeong is thirty-eight.

It’s not easy to look that shabby approaching forty.

Seoran diligently fulfilled her friend’s requests. Then she sat down at her desk and racked her brain. She wasn’t satisfied with what she was currently writing.

Over the past three years, the great literary figure Ryu Seoran had been incredibly busy.

She had published three full-length novels and over twenty short stories.

Despite all this, she never missed her daily training.

The popularity of the “Puppeteer Boy and Puppet Girl” series, shortened to “Puppet Puppet,” knew no bounds.

As a result, interest in puppet techniques soared.

This was exactly what Seoran had fervently hoped for.

So she took the next step.

She offered free ultra-simple puppet-making kits.

She established a puppet techniques hobby class taught by the author of “Puppet Puppet.”

She made numerous efforts to promote puppet techniques.

It was a strategy similar to One Source Multi Use (OSMU).

Seoran worked tirelessly.

Thanks to her efforts, readers who became fans of “Puppet Puppet” gradually began to take an interest in puppet techniques.

Thus began the rise and fall of the niche art of puppet techniques.

The reason for the rise and fall was simple.

The popularity of puppet techniques soared to unimaginable heights.

It grew as rapidly as the Dutch tulip bubble.

And like history, it met a similar end.

After completing the puppet-making kits, many readers thought, ‘Puppet techniques might be worth a try.’

But just as making a meal kit doesn’t make you a master chef, making a simple puppet didn’t make them puppet masters.

Upon encountering true puppet techniques, they realized the harsh truth.

‘Let’s enjoy puppet techniques through novels only.’

Within a year of serialization, the bubble burst.

The revised edition of the Puppet Techniques for Beginners, ambitiously published, also failed. The most frustrating part was that only puppet techniques failed.

The “Puppet Puppet” series continued to be incredibly popular.

This was why Seoran kept serializing novels.

No one loves puppet techniques…

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, I now understand how you felt…

Should I just turn this into my own “Sherlock Holmes”?

Seoran looked down at the manuscript.

Arthur Conan Doyle was hit with an umbrella while walking down the street after killing off his novel’s protagonist.

So, he eventually brought the protagonist back to life in a sequel.

But Seoran had no one to hit her.

Her hands moved on their own, writing.

Companions falling one by one to an evil villain. The protagonist barely winning, only to get caught in the villain’s self-destruct. The puppeteer boy dying, leaving the puppet girl alone.

A bleak drift, rapid developments, and a mass slaughter ending. Reading what she wrote, Seoran snapped back to reality. She tore the manuscript to shreds and shouted.

“Get out of my head, you devil!”

It was a lucky break for the readers.

But Seoran felt miserable.

Her story progression was still stuck.

As she twisted in her seat, she thought.

Should I just finish this volume and stop writing?

It’s not like I’m getting paid for this serialization.

I even refused all the reader donations.

Her thoughts gradually leaned towards stopping the serialization.

In fact, no one could stop Seoran if she made up her mind.

Originally, free serializations without donations were invincible.

Seoran stood up.

It was a difficult problem to decide alone. She thought of discussing it with someone else. Seoran started looking for a suitable advisor.

‘Should I discuss it with Damcheong?’

Seoran headed towards the courtyard pond.

She found Damcheong quickly.

His horns were stuck in the rocks, and he was struggling alone.

Seeing Seoran, Damcheong called out.

“Seoran, you’re just in time. Please help me.”

“Yes, I’ll get you out.”

Seoran moved Damcheong’s head this way and that.

With a pop, his horns came free.

“How did your horns get stuck in there?”

“I thought they might fit, but then they got stuck.”

“Ah, I see…”

Seoran’s curiosity was satisfied.

‘I should get advice from Hohyemun.’

And she set out for his place.

*********

Seoran arrived at the study room.

Hohyemun was out for a while on some errands.


Listening to the students chattering, Seoran pondered.

Should she continue the serialization?

Even the promotion of puppet techniques failed?

Is there any reason to keep writing while enduring the pain of creation?

After all, I’m not even getting paid, so what’s the point?

Should I just stop now?

What about the readers who are waiting for the novel?

Shouldn’t I at least write until the end?

Is there really no meaning in continuing to write?

As she was deep in thought, she heard a sound.

“Oh!”

A female student was staring at Seoran in astonishment.

Among the items that had spilled onto the floor was a copy of Seoran’s “Puppet Puppet” novel.

It seemed she was a fan of the great literary figure Ryu Seoran.

“R-Ryu author!”

Seoran responded calmly.

“Don’t make a fuss, please.”

“Y-Yes!”

The girl swallowed her excitement and cautiously looked around.

She then whispered softly.

“Author, I really enjoy your books. Especially the third novel, ‘Worn Out Gear.’ I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve read it. I even stayed up all night reading it and ended up dozing off in class.”

Seoran nodded and asked.

“By the way, what part did you like the most?”

The girl answered immediately.

“The scene where the warrior puppet fights the villain to protect a child was so moving. It showed that even puppets can have emotions. The line after the villain’s threat to make a rational decision stuck with me. ‘It seems my gears are too worn out, causing an error.’ How did you come up with that?”

“If you read a lot, write a lot, and think a lot, it comes to you.”

“Ah, I see. So, how can I improve my puppet techniques?”

Seoran stood up suddenly.

“Are you interested in puppet techniques?”

“Yes, I even own your Puppet Techniques for Beginners book. You could buy it by just paying for the printing and binding costs. It wasn’t too expensive, so I bought both the first edition and the revised edition.”

“How did you find the Puppet Techniques for Beginners book? Was it difficult?”

“The first edition was a bit hard, but the revised edition was really easy to understand. Maybe it’s because my skills improved. The ultra-simple puppet-making bundle helped a lot.”

Seoran, deeply moved, said.

“You’ve really studied hard…”

“Yes, I worked really hard. Look at this.”

The girl pulled out a puppet she had made from her arms.

Though it had some rough parts, it was impressive.

The puppet’s appearance resembled the animal friends Seoran had created.

“Isn’t my puppet cute? I made it to look just like your animal friends because they’re so adorable. But why haven’t you released any new books on puppet techniques? I’ve read the beginner’s book, and now I have nothing else to read.”

Seoran was at a loss for words.

“Well…”

She had completely forgotten about writing more books on puppet techniques.

She thought no one was interested in them.

And she had been busy with her novels.

She came up with a feeble excuse.

“I’m planning to… I’ve just been really busy lately…”

“Of course! I’m always rooting for you! I love all your books, whether they’re novels or technical manuals!”

The girl gathered her fallen school supplies and left.

Then, Hohyemun returned after finishing his task.

“Seoran, what did you want to talk about?”

After a brief silence, Seoran responded.

“Haemun, I’m sorry. I have something I need to do. I’m sorry to call you out and then say this.”

Hohyemun smiled.

“It’s alright. Go ahead and take care of it.”

“Thank you!”

“Oh, your umbrella…”

But Seoran didn’t hear Hohyemun’s last words as she rushed out.

Outside, a late spring rain was falling.

But nothing could stop Seoran’s passion.

She was like a human power plant.

As she ran through the rain, she thought.

It wasn’t a meaningless endeavor.

It didn’t matter whether it was a technical manual or a novel.

As long as there were people who loved her books, her creations!

Seoran realized.

For an artist, their work is like their child.

She hadn’t been loving her children.

That was unfair to the works she had painstakingly created and to those who loved them.

Why had she watched so many movies in her previous life?

Because they were interesting, sad, surprising, and ultimately enjoyable.

If it could be enjoyable, the genre and artistic value didn’t matter.

Something shifted within Seoran.

Drenched from the rain, she returned home and immediately picked up her brush.

If not now, she felt she might never write again.

With love for her creations.

With undeniable sincerity.

With thoughts that couldn’t be expressed in words.

Seoran wrote through the night.

A villain who kills people to make them into puppets.

A mad puppeteer who clings only to his own aesthetics.

 “You could understand my art!”

The protagonist, the puppeteer boy, responds.

“Art is for humanity; you’re just a murderer!”

The protagonist and his companions win through the power of love and friendship.

The fourth novel in the “Puppeteer Boy and Puppet Girl” series.


The subtitle was “Art and Love.”

Once again, the readers were ecstatic.

Then Seoran announced a hiatus.

“I am taking a break for a research trip.”

She left only a single note.



 
  
    Chapter 82: Art and Love – 3


Jang Okgi, who was caught running a rabbit racetrack, had finished his house arrest and community service and found a job.

He threw himself into his work day and night, vowing,

“I will marry my work!”

This vow was broken in just three years.

Jang Okgi had an arranged marriage.

His parents were so insistent that he couldn’t refuse.

His partner was Geum from Geumjakpa, who was two years younger than Jang Okgi.

While studying abroad, she visited Jangseogak for business and fell in love with Jang Okgi at first sight.

In fact, Jang Okgi was quite handsome.

That is, as long as he kept his mouth shut.

Unaware of Jang Okgi’s past eccentricities, Geum only saw his serious, hardworking demeanor and took action.

After sending hundreds of letters to her parents in Geumjakpa, she succeeded in her goal.

At the time, the two factions were pushing for a merger.

The two got married through a joint wedding.

For reference, Jang Okgi didn’t see his bride’s face until the wedding.

At twenty-three, the newlywed Jang Okgi made a vow.

Marrying someone I’ve never seen before…

This really isn’t a marriage I wanted.

But I should fulfill my duties as a husband.

Time passed, and now, twelve years into their marriage, they had children: son, daughter, daughter, daughter, son, son, daughter.

Jang Okgi had become the father of seven.

His wife was so beautiful that he couldn’t help it.

Jang Okgi thanked his parents for arranging the marriage and diligently practiced his bedroom skills.

Since childhood, he had been particularly weak against beautiful women.

Jang Okgi’s eldest daughter, Jang Sunhwa, was born out of love.

Her hobbies were reading and taking care of her pet rabbits.

Recently, she had also developed an interest in puppet techniques.

Jang Sunhwa was ten years old this year, the age to attend the study hall like her peers.

Her teacher was Ho Hyemun.

The girl Seoran had met was Jang Sunhwa.

As an avid reader, Jang Sunhwa had unwittingly prevented her favorite novel from being discontinued.

So Seoran went on her journey, and summer arrived.

One day, as Jang Sunhwa went to school as usual, Ho Hyemun said,

“Oh, Sunhwa, your spiritual roots have grown overnight.”

Jang Sunhwa was genuinely delighted.

“Really? Does that mean I can become a puppeteer?”

“Of course. If you train diligently and succeed in infusing spiritual energy, you can make real puppets.”

Jang Sunhwa took out a rabbit puppet from her arms and looked at it.

It was a puppet made by an amateur; for now, it was just a toy.

But starting today, Jang Sunhwa would become a cultivator.

Excited, Jang Sunhwa asked,

“Teacher, how are my spiritual roots?” Jang Sunhwa asked eagerly.

Ho Hyemun, who was feeling her pulse, said, “You have a first-grade spiritual root!”

Ojukmun was turned upside down again, and the leadership was summoned.

“A first-grade spiritual root! Another one!”

“Where does fortune flow? It flows to us!”

“Goodbye, we’re off to the celestial realm!”

The scene turned into an unrestrained celebration, lacking any semblance of dignity.

Sometimes, such exuberant outbursts were necessary. After celebrating to their heart’s content, the leadership soon calmed down.

“Didn’t monk Ryu join about twenty years ago?”

“Already? Time really flies.”

“To discover a first-grade spiritual root bearer every twenty years…”

Someone interjected with a different view.

“Technically, it’s the first one we’ve found in three hundred years, isn’t it?”

“Why do you say that?”

“Monk Ryu is from Yuna, not here.”

“Ah, that’s right.”

It was a common misconception among the people of Ojukmun. 

Seoran was not from Yang.

***************

In the southwestern region of Yang, a place famous for its duck dishes.

The taste was so exquisite that even royalty visited to savor it.

Seoran fidgeted with her chopsticks in anticipation.

Naturally, she was waiting for the duck dish.

“The duck is late…”

She had been looking forward to this for twenty years, and now she was finally going to taste it.

Back then, Seoran was at the stage of cultivating energy; now, she was at the decision stage.

The cooking time felt excruciatingly long.

Seoran took a deep breath to calm herself.

“Whoo…”

She then took out a book from her bundle.

It was the book on the Origin Spirit Ceremony that Yeomu-jin had given her years ago.

She had read it so many times that it was completely tattered.

She opened the first page with a calm mind.

“Become a good person before becoming a sage.”

She saw the familiar opening sentence.

This wasn’t an original phrase from the author of the book.

It was a famous adage passed down in the realm of cultivation.

As Seoran was engrossed in the book, the dish finally arrived. The servants carrying the food paused momentarily.


They were puzzled by the strange attire of the puppet sisters.

Each wore a conical hat with thick veils hanging down.

This was to conceal the fact that they were puppets.

For reference, Seoran was dressed like a rich lady.

So, at a glance, they looked like a noble and their bodyguards.

Seoran felt that if she visited alone, they might not let her in, so she had to use such a method.

After the servants left, the meal began.

Roast duck, smoked duck salad, duck soup, and so on.

Seoran enjoyed the dishes like a gourmet.

“This is delicious, really delicious!”

As the duck dishes gradually diminished, a thought crossed her mind.

It’s certainly tasty, but…

Is it really worth the royalty coming here to eat?

Honestly, I’m not sure.

At that moment, a conversation from the next room reached her ears.

“It just doesn’t taste like it used to.”

“It’s been like this ever since the head chef changed a few years ago.”

“The previous head chef was really good.”

“That’s what I’m saying. Even royalty came here to eat.”

“What’s that retired chef doing these days?”

“He’s over sixty now. What could he be doing?”

“Probably just watching his grandkids play.”

“I heard he’s not in good health and might not live much longer.”

Eavesdropping on the conversation, Seoran felt the passage of time acutely.

For high-ranking monks, twenty years was a fleeting moment.

But for ordinary people, it was a long time, enough to change the landscape twice.

The once-famous chef had retired as time passed.

Now, he was an old man waiting for his impending death.

Seoran felt the mercilessness of time.

And she thought of someone she had been trying to ignore.

Her biological family, from whom she had parted ways long ago.

It had been over twenty years since Seoran was taken as a tribute girl.

This meant that her parents were now in their sixties or older.

They were at an age where it wouldn’t be surprising if they died tomorrow.

Suddenly, her mind was filled with thoughts.

Blood relations felt alien to Seoran.

It had been the same in her past life and was no different in this one.

Even if she were reborn, that wouldn’t change.

She had tried to embrace the concept of family after being reborn as a woman.

But she had failed repeatedly.

Family never felt familiar to her.

Perhaps it was a remnant of her past life.

Seoran often thought that giving and receiving love might be a skill.

Something you can’t do if you haven’t learned it.

The half-finished dishes grew cold.

Having made up her mind, Seoran stood up.

She could no longer avoid it.

To avoid future regrets, she needed to visit her hometown at least once.

Seoran headed to Yuna.

A village in the central region of Yuna.

The appearance had changed a lot from Seoran’s memory.

Her family was nowhere to be found in her hometown.

She disguised herself and inquired discreetly.

She learned that her family had left the village.

The Ryu family had moved to a nearby city.

When Seoran arrived in the city, she sought out her family.

Finding the place wasn’t difficult.

They lived in a grand mansion, one of the finest in the area.

The once humble family that farmed others’ land had now grown into a prosperous clan.

This was likely due to the wealth sent by Ojukmun.

Seoran stood quietly in front of the mansion.

She was deep in thought.

They seem to be living well enough.

Is there any need to go inside and confirm it?

Besides, I can’t reveal myself due to the laws.

Her inclination was to leave without going further.

At that moment, the front gate opened, and someone came out.

It was a beautiful girl who looked exactly like Seoran.

She wore silk clothes and was accompanied by servants.

Seoran, out of curiosity, asked a nearby beggar.

“Is that girl also a member of the Ryu family?”

The beggar respectfully answered the veiled noble.

“Yes, indeed. She is the most cherished great-granddaughter of the head of the Ryu family. They say she looks exactly like their youngest daughter who was taken as a tribute girl.”

Seoran asked the beggar a few more questions.

The girl’s grandfather was Seoran’s eldest brother.

So, according to the family tree, the girl was Seoran’s grandniece.

Still, the resemblance was uncanny.

Seoran asked again.

“They say she looks like the youngest daughter taken as a tribute girl?”

“Yes, they say she looks just like the portrait of the youngest daughter.”

“Portrait?”

Seoran was puzzled.

She didn’t remember having a portrait made.

And how could a tenant farmer family afford such a thing?

The beggar explained.

“There’s a famous story. When the Ryu family settled in this city, the first thing they did was summon artists. They spent an enormous amount of gold and silver.”

“What happened next?”

“The Ryu family gathered all the artists in the city and made a strange request. They asked them to draw the youngest daughter who wasn’t even there, based solely on the family’s descriptions.”

“And?”

“They spent so much wealth, nothing was impossible. They say money can even command spirits. Eventually, a portrait that satisfied the Ryu family was completed.”

Seoran silently handed the beggar a handful of coins.

Giving silver would undoubtedly attract unwanted attention.

The beggar repeatedly expressed his gratitude.

Seoran waited for nightfall.

Then she used concealment techniques to sneak into the mansion.

After searching the mansion, she found the portrait.

The portrait was in the bedroom of an elderly couple.

Seoran quietly looked at the portrait.

In the portrait, fourteen-year-old Seoran was smiling.

She wasn’t much different from her thirty-five-year-old self.

As she looked around, she noticed something odd.

In front of the portrait, the floor was heavily worn in one spot.

It looked exactly like the shape of a person’s footprints.

Seoran stood on the worn spot.

When she looked up, the portrait was directly in front of her.

It was easy to see.

This was the best place to view the portrait.

The elderly couple must have stood here, longing for their daughter.

For a very long time, from this exact spot.

What thoughts ran through their minds as they looked at their daughter’s portrait?

Seoran quietly cried as she looked at her own portrait.

The reason wasn’t entirely clear.

People cry when they are happy, and they cry when they are sad.

But one thing was certain.

She had finally learned something she hadn’t been able to as a child in her past life.

Something she had longed for all her life but had never found.

Something she hadn’t realized even after dying and being reborn.

Seoran had finally learned about love.

Wiping her tears, Seoran looked at the sleeping elderly couple.

Though their faces were full of wrinkles, she could recognize them.

These were the parents who had given birth to her and loved her.

Seoran used healing techniques, wishing for their health and longevity.

It wouldn’t work on a cultivator, but it was different for ordinary people.

Their aged bodies regained some health.


Seoran kissed each of their foreheads.

It was a farewell she had never been able to give before.

And for the first time, it was an expression of love to her family.

Soon, the only ones left in the bedroom were the elderly couple.





 
  
    Chapter 83: Origin Spirit


Wu Jimok was the son of the national champion in go.

A national champion refers to the best go or chess player in a country.

Naturally, Wu Jimok learned go from a young age.

He picked up his first go stone at the age of five.

By six, he was already being called a prodigy.

A year later, Wu Jimok was defeating professional go players.

Some go players even ended up in tears.

Their lifelong confidence in their skills was completely shattered.

On the board, among the black and white stones, tears fell.

By eight, he had no opponents other than his father, the national champion.

It took less than a year for Wu Jimok to defeat even him.

Unofficially, Wu Jimok became the national champion of Yuna.

The former champion, his father, gave him this advice:

“Go is a method of mental cultivation. For a go player, character is as important as skill. Remember your father’s words.”

Wu Jimok responded politely:

“Yes, father.”

But his politeness was only in his words and expression.

To lose to his son and then give such advice – it was not the image of a man who was once a national champion.

On the board, only black and white stones exist.

After that, Wu Jimok didn’t socialize with anyone.

He just sat in front of the go board and played by himself.

When he turned ten, he joined Samhwanmun.

By twenty, Wu Jimok had become an energy cultivation monk.

He found a mentor who taught him the decision process.

By coincidence, his mentor also knew how to play go.

Wu Jimok experienced defeat for the first time in a long while.

It had been about ten years since he had lost to someone in go.

His mentor taught him both go and the ways of cultivation.

At sixty, Wu Jimok became a decision-stage monk.

His progress was fast, but the obstacles were significant.

Wu Jimok’s talents were not limited to go.

After their last game, his mentor said:

“Remember this, monk Wu. You must become a good person before becoming a sage. This is my final teaching.”

It was something his mentor always said during their games.

Each time, Wu Jimok inwardly cringed.

The game ended with Wu Jimok winning by an overwhelming margin.

At 220, Wu Jimok was on the verge of reaching the Origin Spirit stage.

At this rate, it would take about 640 years to reach the Transcendent stage.

However, he sensed something was off.

Wu Jimok deliberately concealed his true level.

At 230, Samhwanmun was engulfed in internal strife.

Two elder cultivators at the Origin Spirit stage had started a full-scale conflict.

The official reason was the distribution of cultivation resources.

But the reality was different.

They fought not for the common goal of advancing their sect but for factional logic, power, and interests.

If Wu Jimok had been at the same stage, they would have certainly killed him first, as the relatively weaker one.

Watching the two elders, Wu Jimok was convinced.

Such grotesque monsters had also become Origin Spirit stage monks.

The cultivation adage, “Become a good person before becoming a sage,” seemed nothing more than an empty proclamation.

Wu Jimok sided with the faction he thought would win.

His mentor, who remained neutral, was the first to die.

The war lasted for a staggering 20 years.

The civil war utterly destroyed Samhwanmun.

The only surviving Origin Spirit stage monk was a living corpse.

Nothing and no one remained unscathed.

There were those who tried to revive the sect. Wu Jimok’s friend was one of them. He dedicated himself to the sect, abandoning even his own cultivation.

His friend often said to Wu Jimok:

“Jimok, it’s a blessing you’re here. If not for the civil war, you’d have already become an Origin Spirit stage monk. Someone like you can truly change the world.”

Wu Jimok responded with a smile.

But he did not consider him a friend.

He was merely a stepping stone to blend into the faction.

Due to the sect’s instability, the Origin Spirit Ceremony was impossible.

Wu Jimok quietly bided his time.

And 50 years passed.

Finally, the perfect opportunity arrived.

On that day, he killed the comatose elder at the Origin Spirit stage. He also killed his friend, who was guarding the elder.

Thus, Samhwanmun faded into the annals of history.

Currently, Wu Jimok was preparing for the Origin Spirit Ceremony. The resources from Samhwanmun were insufficient.

So, he massacred numerous cultivators.

Though he was cautious, it seemed his trail was too long to cover.

***********

Wu Jimok was meticulous.

When selecting targets, he prioritized risk over gain.

He never neglected cleanup.

And he carefully chose locations.

Thanks to this, his true identity remained hidden for 19 years.

The Western Continent’s cultivation sects did not realize that so many decision-stage monks had died at the hands of a single person.

They assumed the unfortunate ones had encountered a great demon or had been killed by members of rival sects.

The truth was revealed only six months ago.


Of course, Wu Jimok never made a mistake.

The discovery was purely accidental.

There was a pair of twin cultivators.

The two had learned a special technique that allowed their souls to resonate with each other.

Their twin nature meant their soul traits were remarkably similar.

Thanks to this rare technique that perfectly suited their twin nature, they advanced rapidly in their cultivation.

Then one day, the younger twin suddenly died.

Through their connected souls, the older twin clearly saw the face of his sibling’s murderer.

The cultivation sects immediately formed a joint pursuit team.

The joint pursuit team was composed entirely of decision-stage cultivators, a luxurious lineup.

They finally encountered Wu Jimok.

And they were brutally slaughtered.

Wu Jimok had reached the cusp of the Origin Spirit stage a hundred years ago.

Moreover, during this time, he had killed countless cultivators, gaining both battle experience and numerous magical artifacts.

But the most powerful was Samhwanmun’s treasure.

Wu Jimok fed spiritual power into the Samhwan Wooden Token wrapped around his arm.

One of the three fruits on the vine burst.

A feathered seed was carried away by the wind.

The seeds that touched skin germinated immediately.

Through their roots, they absorbed the victim’s spiritual power.

Beautiful flowers of death bloomed everywhere.

The fully bloomed flowers exploded simultaneously.

In an instant, the area was covered in a blood mist.

Half of the joint pursuit team died in the attack.

Those dying amidst the overwhelming gap shouted.

“Wu Jimok! The heavens will judge you!”

Wu Jimok laughed at the defeated who called for divine punishment. Ridiculous words about heavenly judgment and divine retribution. He had heard them countless times over the past three hundred years.

Most of the cultivation adages were nonsense.

Become a good person before becoming a sage.

Twist the natural order, and there will be consequences.

Those who dream of immortality should be wary of grudges.

The only somewhat useful one was the talk about grudges.

Wu Jimok was certain.

The heavens had no will.

The affairs of the world were just the random collisions of all things.

Divine punishment and trials from heaven were the same.

They were rare phenomena arising from the concentrated spiritual energy of heaven and earth, not trials proving specific qualifications.

If heaven had a will, the two vile and foolish elders of Samhwanmun would have died at the decision stage.

So such curses were meaningless.

On the go board, only black and white stones exist.

There is no third party on the board where you and I compete in skill.

The world was like go.

Wu Jimok ignored the defeated’s lamentations.

Soon, the joint pursuit team was annihilated.

But soon, a second and third pursuit team would arrive.

Wu Jimok hurriedly left the scene.

He couldn’t spend much time on cleanup.

Perhaps because of this, he made a small mistake.

He didn’t notice the lower half of a body that had fallen into the river due to the explosion.

**********

Seoran sat by the river, feeling melancholic.

Her mind was tangled with thoughts about her family.

So, she was idly throwing stones into the river.

She sighed for what felt like the umpteenth time today.

“Ha…”

Seoran buried her head in her knees.

-Help me!

She thought she heard something strange.

Seoran lifted her head and looked around.

There was no one.

She buried her head in her knees again.

-Someone, please help me!

Seoran stood up abruptly.

“I definitely heard something.”

Seoran closed her eyes and concentrated.

After a moment, she felt a wave of spiritual power hitting her.

And she heard the voice again.

-Help me!

Some cultivator was sending out a distress signal.

Seoran immediately used her spiritual sight.

Then she saw something in the distance.

A person was floating down the river.

She could tell at a glance.

That was the body of a decision-stage cultivator.

Seoran ordered her puppets.

“Get that person out immediately!”

The four puppet sisters, who couldn’t fly, jumped into the river.

Two of them were swept away by the current, and two returned.

The person they retrieved was only a lower half of a body.

Seoran was shocked.

“Where is the rest of the body?!”

At that moment, the lower half emitted a wave of spiritual power.

-I’m inside the golden core!

Seoran closely observed the lower half with her spiritual sight.

In the dantian, there was a small golden core.

Inside it, there was a soul.

It was the soul of one of the pursuers killed by Wu Jimok.

Specifically, it was the result of quick thinking, where he managed to hide his soul inside the golden core just before the flowers exploded.

Thus, only his body died, but his soul and golden core remained intact.

The golden core survivor desperately cried out.

-Monk, please help us!


Seoran tried to remain calm as she asked.

“W-what do you need help with?”

The golden core survivor replied.

-The Western Continent is in danger!

This was how Wu Jimok’s fate became intertwined with Seoran’s.



 
  
    Chapter 84: Origin Spirit – 2


Seoran first created a body for the golden core survivor.

She used clay dug up from the riverbank.

In no time, she crafted a small clay doll.

Finally, she carefully attached a sound device taken from inside the puppet, Oho, to the doll’s head.

The golden core quickly abandoned its lower half.

The lower half spontaneously combusted and was absorbed into the golden core.

Seoran placed the golden core into the clay doll’s body.

The golden core survivor immediately began explaining the situation.

Wu Jimok, a wanted criminal in the cultivation world.

His crimes included killing many cultivators and robbing them of their resources.

His goal was evidently the Origin Spirit Ceremony.

 “Is such a wicked person really becoming an Origin Spirit stage monk?”

“Yes, that’s correct. Based on all the evidence gathered, this is a highly credible conclusion. He is most likely preparing for the Origin Spirit Ceremony in Yuna.”

“Why Yuna? Isn’t that too dangerous for someone like Wu Jimok? There are so many cultivation sects around here.”

The golden core survivor clarified Seoran’s doubts.

“Wu Jimok was once a cultivator of Samhwanmun. It’s also suspected that he was involved in the sect’s destruction about ten years ago. He was the only high-ranking monk who survived.”

“So what?” 

“When the sect was destroyed, Wu Jimok, the only survivor, took all the sect’s resources and fled. But it was too much for one person to move alone. So, he couldn’t go far and had to settle nearby.”

Seoran understood, and the golden core survivor hurriedly continued.

“Anyway, we need help right now!”

“Are you asking me to fight Wu Jimok?” 

The golden core survivor frantically waved his hands.

“No, no, no! He’s not someone you can handle alone, even as a decision-stage cultivator. Our joint pursuit team underestimated him and was annihilated. We need to bring in an Origin Spirit stage senior.”

“Is there a way to do that?” Seoran inquired.

“Just take me to the battlefield!”

Seoran agreed to help without hesitation.

In the meantime, the other puppets that had been swept away returned.

Seoran, the four puppet sisters, and the golden core survivor boarded a flying magical artifact and headed upstream.

They soon arrived at the battlefield.

Though there were no bloodstains or bodies, the area was in complete disarray.

The golden core survivor, examining the explosion-ravaged scene, pointed to a thicket.

“Over there, near that thicket!”

Seoran rummaged through the bushes.

Eventually, she found something.

A very small flute.

It was the kind used to summon birds or insects.

This, too, was the golden core survivor’s doing.

He had quickly thrown and hidden the flute before dying.

The golden core survivor spoke.

“Blow it as hard as you can, just as I tell you.”

Seoran blew the flute.

No sound was heard.

But it seemed birds or insects could hear it.

A cute bird with a human face flew in.

With the body of a sparrow and the head of a young girl, it had a unique appearance that was unforgettable once seen.

To be safe, it had kept a distance from the joint pursuit team and approached upon hearing the flute.

The human-faced bird circled around Seoran and asked.

“Password, password!”

The golden core survivor whispered to her.

“Say ‘grilled sparrow’.”

It was a strange password, but she did as told.

“Grilled sparrow!”

The human-faced bird perched on Seoran’s left shoulder.

Seoran wrote a coded message on a small piece of paper.

With the golden core survivor’s guidance, she rolled up the paper and placed it in a small cylinder.

The bird, now carrying the cylinder around its neck, flew off to the east.

Watching the sparrow’s retreating form, Seoran asked.

“When will the Origin Spirit senior arrive?”

The golden core survivor on her right shoulder replied.

“Considering the speed of the bird… the senior should arrive here within a day.”

“We’ve saved the Western Continent.”

“Indeed.”

Both Seoran and the golden core survivor sighed in relief.

Then, a heavy resonance struck them both.

It felt like a drum as large as a mountain was being beaten.

In reality, it wasn’t a sound but a wave of spiritual power.

Seoran recognized what it was.

“The Origin Spirit Ceremony!”

Someone was preparing for the Origin Spirit Ceremony.

The situation was clear even to an idiot.

Soon, Wu Jimok’s Origin Spirit Ceremony would begin.

The golden core survivor urgently asked.

“How long does the Origin Spirit Ceremony usually take? It must be much longer than a decision-stage ceremony, right? Am I correct?”

Seoran answered.

“At most, it will take half a day.”

The Origin Spirit senior would take about a day to arrive.

But the Origin Spirit Ceremony would be over in just half a day.

Even including the preparation stage, there wasn’t enough time.

Seoran’s mind was racing.


Even if only half of the accusations the golden core survivor had told her were true, Wu Jimok was undoubtedly a terrible villain.

And he was said to be exceptionally talented.

How strong would Wu Jimok be if he became an Origin Spirit stage monk?

He would surely strive to reach the next stage.

At that point, blood would certainly flow like a river.

In truth, the crisis of the Western Continent was not Seoran’s crisis.

Seoran could return to Ojukmun and be under its protection.

No matter how much of a genius Wu Jimok was, he couldn’t defeat the four Origin Spirit stage monks guarding Ojukmun.

Whether the continent turned into a sea of blood or not was irrelevant to Seoran.

The calamity that was Wu Jimok would never reach her.

Time was on Seoran’s side, after all.

She could simply close herself off and train until she reached the Transcendent stage.

In a few decades, she would be strong enough to kill someone like Wu Jimok as easily as a bug.

It was even questionable whether Wu Jimok would survive that long.

Starting tomorrow, he would be hunted by Origin Spirit stage monk.

If fortune did not favor him, he would be slain. Even if he survived, he would have to live in hiding forever.

So the golden core survivor’s warning about the Western Continent being in danger was essentially empty words.

Of course, the Western Continent might become a bit chaotic.

Many cultivators were likely to die.

Demons would run rampant, taking advantage of the disorder, and the lives of ordinary people would become harder.

Having concluded her thoughts, Seoran mounted her clay artifact.

She flew swiftly through the sky.

Her destination was the altar where the Origin Spirit Ceremony was being prepared.

The golden core survivor, alarmed, asked.

“Are you going in alone?!”

Seoran had to shout over the wind.

“I’m just going to disrupt the ceremony and run away!”

“What?!”

“If you keep talking, I’ll leave you behind!”

After a moment of silence, the golden core survivor suddenly shouted.

“I know who you are! I just remembered! You’re monk Ryu of Ojukmun, who succeeded in reaching the decision stage at twenty! You’re the genius expected to reach the Transcendent stage!”

Seoran did not respond.

The golden core survivor continued.

“Don’t be foolish! No matter how talented you are, you can’t defeat Wu Jimok! You will surely die! Are you going to waste your heavenly talent in vain?!”

“I started cultivating because I wanted to become a noble person! I can’t just run away in this situation!”

The golden core survivor shouted desperately.

“Your talent is already noble enough!”

“I want to become a noble person, not just have noble talent!”

The golden core survivor was speechless.

He understood the meaning behind Seoran’s words.

Though he didn’t remember it well, he had volunteered for the joint pursuit team with a similar mindset.

The golden core survivor stared at Seoran for a moment.

“Let’s cooperate! Listen as we fly! I’ll tell you about the tactics and magical artifacts Wu Jimok might use!”

The two pressed on towards Wu Jimok.

Thanks to the pulsating waves of spiritual power, they were able to follow the source like a heartbeat.

The ceremony site was on a mountain peak.

A massive barrier surrounded it from the mountainside up.

Whether it was an artifact or an array was unclear, but it had an extremely high level of concealment.

Had it not been for the pulsating heaven and earth energy due to the preparation of the ceremony, it would have taken much longer to find.

Seoran shouted, “Hold on tight!”

All eight eyes of the four puppet sisters lit up simultaneously.

A concentrated beam weakened the barrier.

The clay artifact carrying Seoran, the golden core survivor, and the puppet sisters accelerated to its limit.

And Seoran’s group collided with the barrier.

The shards of the barrier shattered and scattered like glass.

The puppet sisters and the golden core survivor were flung away by the impact.

On the grand ceremonial altar stood Wu Jimok.

And atop the altar was a five-colored orb.

Seoran knew nothing about the structure of the altar.

Such things were usually prepared by the sect.

She only knew how to start the Origin Spirit Ceremony, how to respond to the heavenly tribulation during the ceremony, and how to condense the Origin Spirit.

Naturally, she didn’t know how to destroy a ceremonial altar.

But breaking something is always much easier than creating or repairing it.

And there was one thing she knew very well, the role of that five-colored orb.

Seoran charged at the five-colored orb at full speed.

Beyond her target, she saw the face of a startled man.

Wu Jimok’s eyes reflected Seoran’s face, which was beaming with a bright smile.

Despite his surprise, Wu Jimok was truly extraordinary.

His sharp mind quickly assessed the situation.

He didn’t know what was happening, but he had been ambushed.

There might be more attackers than just the one in front of him.

Wu Jimok was currently being hunted by the entire continent.

Fighting unknown numbers of enemies in an ambushed state was clearly a bad strategy.

Time was definitely not on Wu Jimok’s side.

He needed to start the Origin Spirit Ceremony immediately.

Once the heavenly tribulation began, no one could interfere unless they were an Origin Spirit monk.

Wu Jimok reached for the five-colored orb.

Seoran’s mind was also racing furiously.

The goal was to disrupt Wu Jimok’s Origin Spirit Ceremony.

To do that, Seoran had to seize the five-colored orb.

The ceremony could only begin with that orb.

Seoran gauged her speed and the distance.

Her speed on the artifact was far superior, but Wu Jimok was much closer to the orb.

Snatching the orb and escaping was impossible.

There was only one way.

Ryu Seoran and Wu Jimok.

Two geniuses born in Yuna three hundred years apart.

Both decision-stage cultivators reached for the orb simultaneously.

At the same time, they resonated their souls and golden cores.

Their spiritual power flowed through their hands into the orb.

The five-colored orb exploded magnificently, and two beams of light shot up into the sky.

Seoran and Wu Jimok were flung back by the explosion.

Storm winds gathered black clouds atop the mountain.


The concentrated heavenly energy in the sky crackled with lightning.

Soon, bolts of lightning rained down like a torrential storm.

The trial from the heavens, the celestial tribulation.

The targets were Seoran and Wu Jimok, both.

An unprecedented simultaneous Origin Spirit Ceremony had begun.



 
  
    Chapter 85: Origin Spirit – 3


The process of the decision ceremony is simple.

Heaven and Earth energy and spiritual power are condensed in the lower dantian.

This forms the golden core.

The Origin Spirit Ceremony follows a similar process: heavenly energy, spiritual power, and the soul are condensed in the upper dantian.

Successfully forming the Origin Spirit leads to reaching the Origin Spirit stage.

However, there is a critical difference.

The Origin Spirit Ceremony must endure the trial from the heavens.

Lightning, known as the celestial tribulation, disrupts the formation of the Origin Spirit.

Moreover, it becomes fiercer over time.

Overcoming these obstacles and forming the Origin Spirit means success.

Finally, one becomes an Origin Spirit stage cultivator.

Failing to endure the celestial tribulation results in failure.

If lucky, one may regress in cultivation; most will die instantly.

The only things that exist are the heavens and oneself.

This is why it is described as proving one’s worth.

The process of reaching the Origin Spirit stage is profoundly solitary.

But for Seoran and Wu Jimok, it was slightly different.

It was the heavens, oneself, and an opponent.

There was no time to leisurely form the Origin Spirit.

Each would desperately try to hinder the other.

A life-and-death struggle amidst the descending celestial tribulation.

Both had long surpassed their cultivation level in skill.

A minor mistake could determine victory or defeat.

Moreover, the celestial tribulation would continue to grow stronger.

If they wanted to survive, they had to eliminate the other and form the Origin Spirit as quickly as possible.

Quitting halfway was not an option.

Only one would leave alive.

*******

After being flung by the orb’s explosion, Seoran and Wu Jimok immediately mounted their flying artifacts.

As she ascended, Seoran controlled the puppet sisters.

She needed to evacuate the golden core survivor far away.

Surviving the celestial tribulation without a body was impossible.

The fourth puppet sister grabbed the nearby golden core survivor and flung him outside the tribulation’s range.

Simultaneously, a massive whirlwind engulfed the area.

The isolated mountain peak plunged into darkness.

And the celestial tribulation struck.

Hundreds of lightning bolts cut through the darkness.

Seoran and Wu Jimok, unable to form barriers, were struck by countless bolts.

They faced an agony they had never experienced.

Their consciousness almost faded with a single strike.

This was far from a normal celestial tribulation’s power.

It seemed to be an abnormal phenomenon caused by conducting the ceremony together.

Both instinctively formed barriers again.

Once more, the celestial tribulation struck.

Seoran and Wu Jimok struggled to maintain their barriers.

The increasingly powerful celestial tribulation was terrifying.

Both instinctively realized.

They couldn’t withstand the tribulation with just barriers for long.

At this rate, they would die from the tribulation, not each other.

As the third tribulation bolt struck, Seoran launched a preemptive attack.

The puppet sisters went berserk.

They overloaded their circuits without any regard for the consequences.

Invisible, inaudible destruction beams rained down.

Weakened by enduring the tribulation, Wu Jimok’s barrier shattered.

Though he quickly restored the barrier, it was enough for the puppet sisters.

The destruction beams shredded Wu Jimok’s exposed body.

By the time he reformed his barrier, he was already critically injured.

Both legs were severed below the thighs, and his left shoulder and half his face were gone.

A slightly slower response would have meant instant death.

Wu Jimok desperately channeled his spiritual power.

The vine wrapped around his right arm, the Three-Looped Wood Spirit, devoured a massive amount of wood-based spiritual power.

It then burst its second fruit.

The Three-Looped Wood Spirit bore three fruits.

The first fruit contained seeds.

They parasitize a cultivator, absorbing spiritual power and then exploding.

This single attack had killed half the joint pursuit team.

The second fruit contained sap.

Its effect was super-regeneration, capable of healing any fatal wound almost instantly.

It took nearly three hundred years for a fruit to form.

This was why the Three-Looped Wood Spirit kept the decrepit Origin Spirit-stage elders of the Three Rings Sect alive for so long.

They had awaited the fruit’s formation over decades.

Of course, the Three Rings Sect fell before they could see it to fruition, and the treasure became Wu Jimok’s.

Thanks to this, Wu Jimok returned from death’s door.

He immediately used his artifact control technique.

Countless artifacts around the altar flew into the air.

Some were from the Three Rings Sect, others looted from the cultivators he had killed.

Defensive artifacts formed a tight encirclement around Wu Jimok.

Each time they were struck by the puppet sisters’ destruction beams, they lost their spiritual essence and shattered.

But their number was overwhelming.


Meanwhile, offensive artifacts targeted Seoran.

Dazzlingly moving weapons, fire-breathing vases, sound-hypnotizing bells.

Seoran immediately performed complex evasive maneuvers.

The puppet sisters swiftly adjusted their aim.

Attacking artifacts dropped in droves under anti-air fire.

This bought precious time.

Seoran’s bead necklace glowed.

The beads shot out in all directions.

The one hundred eight beads transformed into bizarre bricks, clustering around Seoran.

Transforming and combining, they formed the colossal, six-armed, three-headed puppet, Vajra Yaksha, whose heads spun ferociously.

The three heads, with their six eyes, began their assault.

Chaotic beams of light destroyed everything in their path.

The puppet sisters resumed their attack on Wu Jimok.

Wu Jimok retaliated with a barrage of high-level talismans.

The Vajra Yaksha, with its barrier, navigated the skies.

The barrier flickered precariously under the relentless assault of destruction beams.

The talisman lights covered the dark world like the Milky Way.

Thousands of lightning bolts rained down from the sky.

Countless exchanges of attacks and defenses occurred in a short span.

Artifacts and talismans were exhausted, and the Vajra Yaksha was half-destroyed.

Seoran and Wu Jimok both reached their limits.

However, Wu Jimok held a slight advantage.

Seoran hadn’t made any critical mistakes.

The difference in advantage came from their experience in aerial combat.

Wu Jimok had lived for centuries longer than Seoran.

He survived a brutal civil war and slaughtered numerous cultivators in actual combat.

Thanks to this, he began to gain a slight edge midway through the battle.

Of course, Seoran quickly adapted to the aerial combat.

But she couldn’t close the gap that had already been established.

Wu Jimok never allowed her to overturn the situation.

Finally, the Vajra Yaksha ceased functioning.

It was already lacking in durability.

It couldn’t withstand the accumulated damage.

At that moment, Wu Jimok sensed victory.

A clear checkmate.

Seoran and Wu Jimok’s flight paths intertwined.

Wu Jimok’s attack sent Seoran soaring into the sky.

Seoran’s counterattack took Wu Jimok’s newly regenerated left arm.

The altar, Wu Jimok, Seoran, and the sky aligned in a straight line.

It was a trade of flesh for bone.

This was the checkmate Wu Jimok’s strategy had discovered.

The pulsation of celestial energy, the precursor to the tribulation’s descent.

Seoran looked down at the ground, while Wu Jimok looked up at the sky.

Wu Jimok aimed to focus most of the tribulation on Seoran and deliver the final blow.

He fed his spiritual power into the Three-Looped Wood Spirit.

The third fruit contained thorns.

Daggers capable of destroying a golden core in one strike.

Seoran also sensed the danger.

The puppet sisters assisted in the final strike.

Their self-charging mechanisms drew in celestial energy and converted it into spiritual power.

The vast spiritual power was transmitted wirelessly to their master.

Seoran’s golden core desperately controlled the spiritual power.

The turbulent spiritual power formed a massive golden sphere.

It felt like it could go out of control at any moment.

Seoran pointed her right hand at Wu Jimok.

Wu Jimok also pointed at Seoran with his right hand.

And then the heavens struck.

*********

His father had advised Wu Jimok like this.

Go is a form of mental training; character is more important than skill.

His teacher taught Wu Jimok like this.

Before becoming a sage, become a proper person.

His friend praised Wu Jimoklike this.

You could change the world.

Wu Jimok’s consciousness surfaced.

In the darkened sky, a lone golden sphere shone.

Wu Jimok grasped the situation in an instant.

He realized he had lost consciousness for a moment after being struck by the heavenly calamity.

Just before he passed out, he recalled the last scene he saw.

Hundreds of lightning bolts from the heavens clearly avoided Seoran.

They bent unnaturally, striking not Seoran, who was closer to the sky, but Wu Jimok.

Ultimately, Wu Jimok missed his golden opportunity.

Finally, the golden sphere stabilized.

Now Seoran’s strike was coming.

It was all due to the suddenly deflected heavenly calamity.

That had become the decisive factor.

Now the outcome could no longer be reversed.

Death was approaching Wu Jimok.

With his sharp mind, Wu Jimok realized.

There was no third party on the board.

Only the two competitors existed.

Most of his theories were correct.

But Wu Jimok had been mistaken.

He was never one of the competitors.

He was merely a piece on the board.

Wu Jimok reviewed the move the heavens had played.

In Go, the two competitors alternate placing stones.

Naturally, every single move is crucial.

Thus, distinguishing important stones from the rest is key to playing well.

Useless stones are mere debris.

Whether they live or die, they don’t affect the overall game.

Important stones are key stones.

The life and death of these key stones directly determine victory.

Suddenly, he recalled the scenes he had seen when he lost consciousness.

His father’s advice.

In retrospect, it meant to beware of arrogance.

His teacher’s teachings.

In retrospect, it meant to follow the natural order.

His friend’s praise.

In retrospect, it meant to remain humble.

A talent capable of changing the world.

Wu Jimok finally witnessed the will of the heavens.

The two old monsters who had reached the Origin Soul stage were mere debris.

They were stones that the heavens deemed unworthy of attention.

Even though they didn’t follow the natural order, they lacked the talent to change the world.

In contrast, he was a key stone.

From the heavens’ perspective, he was a stone that must be killed.

Born with the talent to change the world, but too arrogant to follow the natural order.

A stone not even worth killing.

A stone that must be killed.

And a stone that must be saved.

Wu Jimok looked up at the sky.

He saw Seoran pointing at him with her finger.

The sky embraced her.

Unconsciously, laughter burst from him.


“It feels as if you’ve been chosen by the heavens.”

Immediately, a dazzling beam of light struck Wu Jimok.

The pillar of light connecting the sky and earth shook the heavens and the earth.

With one strike, Seoran turned Wu Jimok, the altar, and the mountain peak into dust.

And so, the arrogant man died.



 
  
    Chapter 86: Origin Spirit – 4


The waves generated during the preparation of the ritual could not be hidden.

Although ordinary people could never sense it, every practitioner in Yu Nation at the time felt it.

This included the members of the joint pursuit team.

They hurriedly made their way to the source of the waves. It was clear that Wi Jimok was preparing his ritual. Once it began, there would be no way to intervene.

When they finally arrived at the site of the ritual, they witnessed it.

An enormous whirlpool of celestial and terrestrial energy swirled like a raging storm. The scale of the ritual was clearly beyond normal. A massive vortex had engulfed the entire mountain.

Soon, the winds coalesced into a spherical barrier.

The site of the ritual was completely isolated from the outside world.

The density of the celestial and terrestrial energy was so high it could be seen without using spiritual sight.

Lightning flashed within the pitch-black barrier.

It was heaven’s trial, the Cheongyeop.

The aftermath alone made it impossible to approach.

With things as they were, they would have to target the moment right after the ritual.

The team members each pulled out their whistles and blew. Face-birds flew about delivering messages. To other pursuit teams, and to the distant Won Younggi practitioners.

Soon after, most of the reinforcements from nearby had joined. The rapidly swelling joint pursuit team swallowed nervously.

Their task was to prevent Wi Jimok from escaping once the ritual was over.

They only needed to hold out until the support of the Won Younggi practitioners arrived.

Fortunately, the moment right after the ritual was when Wi Jimok was at his weakest.

He would have exhausted his physical and mental strength enduring the Cheongyeop, and he would not yet be accustomed to his new power.

If they were to hunt Wi Ji-mok, they had to target this gap.

The tense pursuit team watched in disbelief.

An unbelievable event unfolded.

With a dazzling flash of light, the world shook.

The volume of the spherical barrier isolating the ritual site suddenly more than doubled.

An unimaginable force from within was tearing the barrier apart.

Even if everyone gathered here cooperated, it was an impossible feat.

Suddenly, an enormous amount of celestial and terrestrial energy surged in.

And immediately began to restore the barrier.

The barrier, which seemed ready to burst from internal pressure, slowly began to contract.

The joint pursuit team watched in awe.

The barrier absorbed all the surrounding energy.

Blindingly intense lightning struck.

Winds like blades slashed in all directions.

And they witnessed a sight that would be etched into their memories forever.

The raging storm quieted.

The lightning stopped, and even the barrier melted away.

All the celestial and terrestrial energy in the area compressed into a single point.

A ray of sunlight pierced through the dark clouds.

In the light, there was a young girl and a translucent baby.

The spirit in the form of a baby was the Won Young.

The baby was an exceptional prodigy, well above average in every way.

With a curious expression, the baby looked around at the surroundings, then at its own hands and feet, and finally at the body of the girl below.

The Won Young gently patted the crown of the girl’s head before slipping inside.

The girl, Ryu Seoran, opened her eyes.

A new Won Younggi practitioner had appeared on the Western Continent.

She was thirty-five years old.

The entire joint pursuit team had similar thoughts.

Where did the wanted criminal Wi Ji-mok go?

What exactly happened inside the barrier?

And isn’t that Ryu Seoran?

Why is she here?

Among the practitioners of the Western Continent, only Ryu Seoran had such a young appearance.

Rumors about the youngest practitioner who formed a golden core at the age of twenty were widely known.

Even if they had never seen Seoran before, it was easy to infer.

The team waited for Seoran’s next move.

She was now not only the youngest golden core practitioner but also the youngest Won Young-gi practitioner. A golden core the size of a dragon’s pearl and a Won Young as big as a child’s head.

She was indeed a prodigy destined for the next stage of cultivation.

She had just withstood the heavenly tribulation.

How would the heaven-sent genius react?

Would she be overcome with emotion and cheer, cry tears of joy, or maintain a serene demeanor to showcase her extraordinary nature?

With everyone holding their breath, Seoran spoke.

“Ah…!”

The first commemorative words uttered by the greatest genius in the history of cultivation, Ryu Seoran, after forming her Won Young.

Seoran quickly began clearing the landslide debris.

She remembered the golden core survivor she had thrown aside.

Fortunately, the golden core survivor was safe.

***************

The aftermath was quickly handled.

Wi Jimok, who had killed many practitioners, was dead.

Ryu Seoran had interrupted the ritual, eliminated the villain, and withstood the heavenly tribulation to become a Won Younggi practitioner.

The remaining tasks were taken care of by the pursuit team members.

Recording the testimonies of Seoran and the golden core survivor.

Clearing the debris from the collapsed mountain peak.

Recovering the fragments of the destroyed puppet quartet and the pieces of the Golden Guardian.

While the team members busily worked, Seoran and the golden core survivor reflected on their brief adventure.

“How’s your memory?”

“There are still some gaps here and there… but it’s much better now.”

The golden core survivor had lost part of his memory.

Wi Jimok had blown off his upper body.


Fortunately, the symptoms were mild, and he was expected to recover soon.

Seoran asked another question.

“What will you do about your missing body parts?”

The golden core survivor inside the clay puppet replied, “I’m not sure… I haven’t decided yet.”

“How about puppet arts?” 

“That could work, but the cost is an issue…”

The golden core survivor looked a bit downcast, hinting that his savings were modest. However, he quickly regained his composure.

“Anyway, thank you for your immense help.”

“I just did what needed to be done.”

“Thanks to you, Monk Ryu, many practitioners, including myself, were saved.”

Seoran felt a sense of fulfillment as she parted ways with the golden core survivor. Just as she was about to leave the temporary camp, a team member approached her.

“Monk Ryu, where should we send the bounty?”

“The bounty?”

“Yes, the bounty on Wi Jimok.”

Seoran pondered for a moment. Then she glanced back at the tent where the golden core survivor was resting.

“Use the bounty for the victims,” she told the team member.

“But it’s quite a substantial amount.”

“It’s alright.”

After making the generous donation, Seoran left the temporary camp. Her flying lotus was loaded with puppet fragments, slowing her down.

As she slowly made her way to the Yan border, word of mouth spread across the Western Continent. The source was the members of the joint pursuit team, who had returned to their respective sects after the team’s disbandment.

They meticulously documented the incredible events they had witnessed, ensuring nothing was left out. These reports were promptly submitted to the appropriate authorities.

Every member of the joint pursuit team was a golden core practitioner, and most were part of their sect’s leadership.

The responses from the leadership were unanimous after reading the reports.

“Wow, thirty-five…”

“Is this even possible?”

“Why not?”

“What is her secret?”

“A golden core the size of a fist…”

“But if the Won Young is that big, does it even fit inside the skull?”

“I’m really envious.”

“Fifteen years from golden core to Won Young… She’ll reach the next stage within eighty years at the latest.”

“More surprising is that she killed Wi Ji-mok on her own. Considering how many golden core practitioners he had slain…”

“It’s a shame we couldn’t witness the process because of the barrier.”

“Seeing as there were puppet fragments found during the terrain restoration, it seems certain that it was a puppeteer.”

“How did they win using such a fringe technique like puppetry?”

“That sect, wasn’t it definitely called Ojukmun? Isn’t that place famous for elemental water techniques and alchemy?”

“That’s right, and Monk Ryu is known for earth techniques.”

“Oh, I remember. Wasn’t she the one traveling around doing civil engineering projects?”

“The one who always had that girl with antlers with her?”

“Yes, the artificial lake in our sect was also Monk Ryu’s work.”

“Come to think of it, her companion with the antlers was quite formidable too.”

“We’re lucky that we don’t have any grudges against Ojukmun.”

“But really, how did they manage to win?”

“Could it be that puppetry is actually strong?”

“I really don’t think so.”

************

While the continent was abuzz, Seoran returned to Ojukmun.

Ojukmun was one step closer to its goal of sect victory.

The leadership greeted Seoran with bright smiles.

The financial officers of the sect were equally pleased, having saved on the cost of the Original Spirit Ceremony.

As soon as she returned, Seoran attended a simple ceremony.

It was a ritual that every Original Spirit master had to go through.

Friends and acquaintances who knew Seoran expressed their gratitude.

“Monk Ryu. Thank you sincerely for your efforts on behalf of the sect.”

Seoran replied with the customary words.

“No, it is I who should thank you for your sacrifices for me.”

Similar words were exchanged a few more times.

With Seoran’s declaration to continue diligently in her practice, all procedures concluded.

Seoran and her acquaintances then sat comfortably and chatted.

Monk Wang, who had brought Seoran and Lageum to Ojukmun, spoke politely.

“Monk Ryu, congratulations on condensing your Original Spirit.”

Seoran waved her hand dismissively.

“No, Monk Wang. Please speak as you normally do. This is not an official setting anymore.”

In official settings, one must show respect to higher-ranked cultivators regardless of age.

However, in private settings, it didn’t matter much.

It was up to the individuals involved.

Monk Wang smiled slightly and complied.

“Alright, I understand. Anyway, my congratulations are sincere. Oh, and I should also say thank you.”

Seoran asked.

“Thank you?”

“I mean, thank you for all your hard work. Well, I should leave now. It would be more enjoyable for the younger ones to mingle together.”

Monk Wang bid farewell to the others as well and left.

He was still busy recruiting talents.

I heard he got even busier after the annexation of Yuna.

Monk Ma, an expert in physical training, also greeted Seoran.

“Then, I’ll take my leave as well. Once again, congratulations, Monk Ryu.”

Others also left one by one.

“Sister, do you have any plans? If not, let’s have a meal together.”


Seoran made an apologetic face.

“I have plans… Let’s eat tomorrow.”

“Alright, but what plans do you have?”

“I have to go learn the Original Spirit techniques.”

Her next appointment was an enjoyable study session with Yeomujin, the top instructor of the cultivation world.



 
  
    Chapter 87: Origin Spirit – 5


The joint pursuit team requested cooperation from the Wuzhu School and the Golden Sparrow Sect before entering the territory of Yunara.

It was a natural diplomatic procedure.

No matter how much they were chasing a wanted person, it was not right to bring a paramilitary organization into the country recklessly.

The joint leadership received shared information through this process.

Wei Jimu had killed countless decision machine monks while traveling around the entire western continent.

He was clearly mad, utterly insane.

The joint leadership couldn’t help but be amazed.

The reason for the amazement was simple.

The Wuzhu School and the Golden Sparrow Sect had suffered no damage. Wei Jimu did not hunt near Yunara.

From the beginning, he wasn’t an indiscriminate pleasure-killer.

To achieve the goal of the Wonyeong Ritual, he had to thoroughly conceal the location of the altar in the hideout.

In such a situation, drawing attention from two of the most prominent sects on the western continent, both of which were near the hideout, would have been foolish.

To these two sects, the incident was only partially their concern.

Still, there was no reason to stop them from killing a madman.

The joint leadership approved the entry of the joint pursuit team.

They also issued a travel advisory.

Entry into Yunara was completely prohibited, and the monks currently staying there were advised to evacuate immediately.

The leadership dispersed, admiring their own handling of the situation.

Then, exactly 15 minutes later, they reconvened.

It was because of a large entry in the entry-exit register that read, “Ryu Seoran, traveling to Yunara.”

It was no longer someone else’s problem.

There was talk of sending a strike force immediately or deploying Wonyeong-level forces.

Fortunately, just before the formation of a Wuzhu School-Golden Sparrow Sect joint, Wonyeong-level four-person team, the situation was resolved.

Seoran had returned after eliminating the danger herself.

Incidentally, Yeomujin, who was narrating this story to Seoran, was also supposed to join the Wuzhu School-Golden Sparrow Sect dream team.

Yeomujin smiled and said.

“Such a thing happened. Anyway, it’s a relief you returned safely. How was the Cheongeop? Was it bearable?”

Seoran recalled the hardships she faced within the barrier.

After killing Wei Jimu, Seoran had to contain the terrifyingly strengthened Cheongeop with a barrier while concentrating Wonyeong.

Even one task was difficult.

If it weren’t for the clone technique training Yeomujin had made her do, she would have surely died without achieving anything.

Seoran answered.

“Ah, Cheongeop… It was really tough…”

“What you experienced was a very unusual case. Usually, it’s not that hard. Anyway, let’s stop the small talk and start the lesson.”

Seoran straightened her posture.

Yeomujin began the lesson.

There are three main characteristics of a Wonyeong-level monk.

Wonyeong concentration, Baekhwa Yoran, and the Five-Colored Heart.

Yeomujin spoke.

“Let’s start by explaining Baekhwa Yoran. The phrase means ‘all sorts of flowers bloom,’ and here, ‘flowers’ refer to senses. In simple terms, it means to awaken the sixth sense.”

Origin spirit  refers to the transcendence of the soul.

A soul that has transcended its limits gains a separate sensory organ that does not rely on the physical body.

This is commonly referred to as intuition or the sixth sense.

Yeomujin continued his explanation.

“First, close your eyes and focus your mind. Later, when you get used to it, you can keep your eyes open. Anyway, imagine an invisible sphere surrounding your head. From now on, that sphere is your consciousness.”

Seoran did as she was told.

“Now, slowly expand the radius of that sphere, your consciousness. Since you’re not used to it yet, a size that just reaches me will be sufficient.”

The imaginary sphere in Seoran’s mind began to grow.

It extended past her shoulders, waist, and the desk and books in front of her.

Finally, when the surface of the sphere reached Yeomujin, something suddenly expanded and pushed Seoran’s consciousness back.

Startled, Seoran opened her eyes.

Yeomujin said, “You felt your consciousness collide with something, right? That’s my range of consciousness. Do you roughly understand what this new sense feels like?”

Seoran responded in bewilderment, “Yes, it’s fascinating. It’s neither seeing nor touching, but it’s completely different from the five senses.”

“The key is to maintain that range of sense, or consciousness, as broadly and for as long as possible. Ideally, it would be best to do it all day long, right? Keep practicing regularly.”

“Yes!”

Yeomujin moved on to the next step.

“Now, let’s talk about Wonyoung. To explain this, we first needed to cover consciousness, which is why we slightly altered the order. Surround your upper energy center with your consciousness and focus your senses inside your skull. As if you are looking inward.”

Once again, Seoran followed the instructions.

Then, she was able to physically look inside her head.

She could see the baby spiritual body, Origin spirit , that resembled her.

 “You can see your Origin spirit, right? Describe its condition.”

Seoran answered, “Um, it seems to be frowning. It’s curled up tightly, as if it’s cramped. It looks uncomfortable.”

Yeomujin said with a troubled expression, “It seems that your Origin spirit is unusually large. There’s nothing I can do about that. Actually, since it’s a spiritual body, it shouldn’t be a problem even if it’s cramped.”

Then he simply continued with the explanation.

The greatest characteristic of the soul is its immateriality.

For this reason, it relies on the materiality of the body.

A soul cannot exist whole without a physical body.

The forbidden survivor Seoran encountered was a suitable example.

The soul inevitably gets damaged when it leaves the body.

It was fortunate that they relied on the forbidden technique; otherwise, they would have surely wandered without a self and disappeared.

This is why vengeful spirits all crave the bodies of the living.

However, a monk’s spiritual body, or Origin spirit, is different.

Origin spirit possesses both materiality and immateriality.

Thanks to this, it can exist wholly without a physical body.

In other words, it allows for side-effect-free astral projection.

“Monk Ryu, remember this. If you find yourself in a life-threatening situation, you must abandon your body and escape with only your Origin spirit. If you have the chance, take the forbidden technique as well, as losing it would significantly hinder your training.”

Seoran replied, “Yes, understood.”

Abandon the body and escape with only Origin spirit in case of danger.

If possible, take the forbidden technique too. It felt like an emergency escape device.


Yeomujin emphasized this repeatedly and continued the lesson.

The third characteristic of a Origin spirit-level monk, Ochae Jisim.

Here, Ochae refers to the five colors, and each color corresponds to an element-based spiritual root.

Red, Fire spiritual root.

Black, Water spiritual root.

Blue, Wood spiritual root.

White, Metal spiritual root.

Yellow, Earth spiritual root.

Yeomujin pointed to his chest and said, “The spiritual roots are located near the heart, that is, in the middle energy center. Would you like to take my pulse and see what kind of spiritual roots I have?”

Seoran took Yeomujin’s pulse.

She was surprised and said, “What? Three spiritual roots?!”

In Yeomujin’s middle energy center, there were three spiritual roots: red, black, and yellow.

He was a person with the three spiritual roots of fire, water, and earth.

Yeomujin spoke again, “Now, open your spiritual eyes and observe my spiritual power closely.”

Seoran used the spiritual eye technique.

“Red, pure fire spiritual power.”

“Look more closely.”

Seoran opened her eyes wide and examined it again.

“Wait, the color is a bit strange. There’s mostly red, with a bit of black and yellow mixed in. It’s pure water spiritual power and pure earth spiritual power. How is this possible? Isn’t it supposed to be that one can only have one type of pure spiritual power?”

“That’s exactly what the phrase Ochae Jisim implies. The five elemental spiritual roots exist in the middle energy center, and there are five types of pure spiritual power.”

“But I only have the earth spiritual root?”

“I originally only had the fire spiritual root. I gained the water and earth spiritual roots after becoming a Origin spirit-level monk.”

“How can one obtain spiritual roots?”

 “The easiest way is to eat the Five Element Fruits. For example, eating a fire fruit will give you the fire spiritual root. However, the Five Element Fruits are extremely rare.”

“What are the other methods?”

“Another method is to train for a long time in a place abundant with a specific spiritual energy. For instance, immersing yourself in a volcano’s crater. By concentrating the surrounding fire spiritual energy, you can forcibly create the fire spiritual root. Of course, this is also difficult.”

“Is it not enough just to collect all the Five Element Spiritual Roots?”

“You’re stating the obvious. To reach the state of an Immortal Wielder, the five types of pure spiritual power must be perfectly harmonized. Moreover, with each additional spiritual root, it becomes increasingly difficult as spiritual energy sensitivity dulls.”

Seoran looked dismayed. “It sounds hard just hearing about it.”

“If it were easy, would it take 1,250 years? Everyone would have become an Immortal Wielder and ascended.”

“My head is spinning.”

Yeomujin clapped once and said, “Let me summarize. First, train your newly acquired sixth sense. Second, escape with your Origin spirit if in danger. Third, supplement your lacking spiritual roots and harmonize the five types of pure spiritual power.”

 “So, we need five different techniques for each element in the Origin spirit practice?”

“You’re correct. But don’t worry. The Wuzhu School has excellent techniques for the fire and water attributes. They’re the best techniques in the western continent. Once you gain the fire and water spiritual roots, I’ll teach them to you.”

“So, are we learning the earth attribute technique today?”

Yeomujin shook his head. “No, I don’t recommend the earth attribute technique I’ve learned. Tomorrow, you should go to the Golden Sparrow Sect’s main temple to learn the earth and metal attribute techniques. As for the wood attribute… we’ll have to find out from now on. Anyway, our sect will do its best to get you the best techniques.”

“Oh, thank you very much.”

“No need for thanks; if you succeed, we all benefit. I’ll prepare a few books that may help.”

Seoran received a bundle of books.

On top was a small wooden box that looked expensive.

 “Monk Yeomujin, what is this box?”

Yeomujin smiled playfully. “It’s a surprise gift to commemorate you becoming a Origin spirit-level monk. Open it later when you get home.”

Seoran thanked him and went home.

In her room, she opened the wooden box alone.


Inside was a letter and a strange white fruit.

Seoran began reading the letter.

“Monk Ryu, that gold fruit is a surprise gift.”

“What?!”

It really was a surprise.
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Seoran carefully read Yeomujin’s letter.

It had been decades since Yeomujin had obtained the metal-element Ohaengseon and the Gold Seonfruit.

He found them by chance while subduing a great demon causing trouble in the Haeseonmun area.

Considering the rarity of metal-element secret realms, he was indeed fortunate.

Yeomujin also needed the Gold Seonfruit.

Typically, he should have consumed it immediately, but he didn’t.

He had his reasons.

At the time, it had been nearly 250 years since the Ojukmun had discovered a new one spirit-root holder.

An one spirit-root holder is the future of a martial arts sect.

Without one, Ojukmun’s glory days would be just a memory.

Fortunately, the solution was simple.

If a talented individual ate the Ohaengseonfruit, they would immediately become an one spirit-root holder.

And there were many children in Ojukmun.

If the fruit was given to the most talented ten-year-old prodigy, all problems would be solved.

Yeomujin deliberated repeatedly.

Should he eat it himself and continue his training as before?

Or should he artificially create an one spirit-root holder to secure the future?

No one knew what the future held.

Consuming the Gold Seonfruit could lead Yeomujin to reach the highest levels, but giving it up could result in the eventual decline of Ojukmun.

Yeomujin agonized as he stared at the wooden box containing the Gold Seonfruit.

Eat it himself or give it up?

His heart gradually leaned towards the latter.

Then, suddenly, Ryu Seoran joined the sect.

Although she joined at the relatively late age of fifteen, Seoran became an accumulation staeg monk the following year.

Yeomujin’s advice, which she encountered by chance, played a part, but her incredible talent was undeniable.

From that point on, Yeomujin received reports about Seoran.

Her excellent character, her diligence, and more.

Recently, Yeomujin’s concerns finally ended.

Yeomujin, who had been an one spirit-root holder, had lived a life without discomfort thanks to Ojukmun’s devotion.

While the Gold Seonfruit was precious, it was insignificant compared to the grace Yeomujin had received all his life.

Now it was his turn to give back.

That’s how the Gold Seonfruit came into Seoran’s hands.

Seoran packed her things without sleeping through the night and flew to the Geumjakpa headquarters at dawn.

She completely forgot about her meal appointment with Lageum.

************

Heading straight north, she arrived at the border checkpoint.

The inspection procedure was simply writing her name in the register.

This was because Ojukmun and Geumjakpa were not strangers to each other.

Thus, Seoran arrived at Geumjakpa.

The scenery at the Geumjakpa headquarters was quite exotic.

However, a good portion of the floating population there were from Ojukmun, making it feel like a Japanese tourist spot crowded with Koreans.

As Seoran looked around, someone spoke to her.

“Monk Ryu, please come this way.”

“Oh, yes!”

Seoran followed a man who bore a strange resemblance to Geum Yeongyeong.

They walked through the complex hallways, winding this way and that.

Finally, they arrived at a luxurious guest room.

The man who had guided her announced,

“I’ve brought Monk Ryu.”

A voice from inside responded, “Very well, please bring her in.”

Seoran entered the room.

A woman who looked remarkably like Geum Yeongyeong greeted her.

“Nice to meet you, Monk Ryu. I’m Geum Gyowol. As I’ve heard, your original spiritual energy is impressive.”

Seoran replied politely, “I’m also pleased to meet you. And please, feel free to speak casually.”

“Even so, it’s hard to do that from the first meeting.”

“No, it’s really fine with me.”

Seoran was rather desperate.

Geum Gyowol, an Monk of the Wonyounggi stage, was over nine hundred years old.

She was the highest elder of the Geum family and several generations senior to her friend Geum Yeongyeong in terms of genealogy.

Seoran didn’t want to act familiar with someone so much her elder.

Geum Gyowol didn’t refuse twice.

“If you insist, then I’ll speak casually.”

“Thank you.”

Geum Gyowol got straight to the point.

“So, you came to learn the Wonyounggi techniques?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“I possess three types of spiritual roots: water, earth, and metal.

The water-element techniques I’ve mastered are decent, but they probably aren’t as good as those of Ojukmun.

So I’ll only teach you the earth and metal-element techniques.”

Geum Gyowol handed over two books.

“The one on top is the metal-element technique, ‘Bijeolcheol Bisoegeum.’ It translates to ‘Unbreakable Iron, Untarnished Gold.'”

The Geumjakpa’s first treasure, Bijeolcheol Bisoegeum, is a metal-element Wonyounggi technique specialized for using artifacts.

It enhances the durability of metal-element artifacts.

Geum Gyowol demonstrated an example.

“Now, try breaking this chain artifact.”

Seoran grabbed the chain and pulled it from both ends.

It snapped easily, even though it wasn’t made of ordinary metal.

Geum Gyowol held out one end of the broken chain and said, “This time, I’ll show you the effectiveness of Bijeolcheol Bisoegeum. I’ll infuse it with my spiritual power, so try breaking it like before.”

Seoran grabbed the chain and pulled with all her might. “Hup!”


But no matter how hard she tried, it wouldn’t break.

She even stood up from her chair and put more effort into it.

Seoran strained herself until her face turned red.

She was a formidable force who had once closed a massive rift in a mountain by herself.

Finally, one of the links in the chain broke.

Geum Gyowol asked the exhausted Seoran, “So, what do you think?”

Seoran, now slumped in the chair, replied, “It’s truly, truly amazing…”

Geum Gyowol smiled gracefully.

“Geumjakpa didn’t become a great sect for nothing. No matter how much effort is put into diplomacy, without the power to protect oneself, it’s all in vain. The cries of the powerless are always ignored.”

Nodding and impressed, Seoran asked, “What are the effects of the earth-element technique manual?”

Geum Gyowol set aside the chain artifact and answered, 

“The name of the earth-element technique manual is Jeoktojeonhaekyung. It means ‘to fill the sea by piling up soil.'”

Geumjakpa’s second treasure, Jeoktojeonhaekyung, is also specialized in using artifacts.

It has the effect of repairing damage to earth-element artifacts.

Geum Gyowol demonstrated again.

She first broke a small obsidian sword artifact and then operated Jeoktojeonhaekyung.

In the blink of an eye, the broken obsidian sword was restored.

Handing the sword to Seoran, Geum Gyowol said, “Stay in Geumjakpa for a while and learn these techniques. If you have any questions, feel free to come to me. You can keep this artifact as a memento. It’s not anything significant, so don’t bother refusing.”

“Thank you, Monk Geum!” Seoran responded politely, expressing her gratitude.

She carefully placed the two technique manuals and the small sword in her possession.

As Seoran was about to leave, Geum Gyowol asked, “Do you have any special plans afterward?”

Seoran responded cheerfully, “Actually, I’m planning to meet a friend.”

“Now that you mention it, Yeong-yeong is close to you, isn’t she?”

“Yes, I thought I’d visit her while I’m here at Geumjakpa.”

Geum Gyowol continued.

“Oh dear, that’s unfortunate. Yeongyeong is busy for the time being. How about you meet her later and have a meal with me today instead?”

“If she’s busy, there’s nothing I can do. Thank you for inviting me to dinner.”

“Then let’s go right away.”

Seoran responded energetically, “Yes!”

Geum Gyowol was genuinely fond of Seoran.

She was talented, diligent, and polite—everything one could wish for.

Geum Gyowol wished that certain others, specifically Geum Yeongyeong, could learn from her.

In truth, Geum Yeongyeong wasn’t busy at all.

At this time, she was probably still in bed, even though the sun was already high in the sky.

But Geum Gyowol believed in her descendant.

After all, wasn’t she friends with such an excellent person?

People tend to associate with others like themselves.

Geum Yeongyeong could surely become like Seoran.

As Geum Gyowol looked up at the blue sky, she made a resolution.

It’s the responsibility of adults to discipline children.

Sometimes, they must wield the rod, even if it brings tears.

It was time for some tough love.

As a result, Geum Yeongyeong would soon find herself busier.

**********

Geum Yeongyeong had slept in late again today.

The sun was already high, but she didn’t care.

They say beautiful people need their sleep, and getting plenty of rest was practically an obligation for her.

She got out of her large bed, her luxurious and spacious room in disarray.

But that didn’t bother her either; the maids would clean it up eventually.

She stretched, stepping on the expensive carpet.

“Ah, home is the best.”

Honestly, Seoran’s house felt too cramped.

It wasn’t even spacious enough to practice with her polearm indoors.

But being with her friend made it bearable.

As she left the room, the maids greeted her.

“Miss, did you sleep well?”

Geum Yeongyeong responded, 

“Yes, good morning.”

No one mentioned that it was actually noon.

That’s the privilege of power.

Many referred to Geum Yeongyeong as everyone’s little sister, and it wasn’t an exaggeration.

In Geumjakpa, if three monks gathered, the first person would be from the Geum family, and the second person would be related to the Geum family by blood.

It was obvious how much people adored Geum Yeongyeong, the metal-element one spirit-root holder.

The collective result of everyone’s indulgence was what it was today.

Living life like Geum Yeongyeong.

In fact, ever since she succeeded in reaching the Choogiggi stage, she had been playing around.

But no one could interfere because even Geum Gyowol protected her.

Living life like Geum Yeongyeong.

She had no intention of training today either.

Recently, Geum Yeongyeong had become an extreme efficiency expert.

She planned to do her training in the Celestial Realm.

Living life like Geum Yeongyeong.

After all, Ryu Seoran would handle the sect’s success.

This leniency was possible because Geumjakpa had more than one one spirit-root holder.

However, Geum Yeongyeong’s parents thought differently.

While there may be many one spirit-holders in the world, to parents, their child is unique.

They couldn’t stand seeing her laze around like a loafer.

Coincidentally, Geum Gyowol had also given her permission, indicating some change of heart.

Geum Yeongyeong’s parents made a tough decision.


They approached their daughter and said,

 “Daughter, let’s go eat Ohyang Jangyuk.”

Geum Yeongyeong, a pork lover, cheered. 

“Yay!”

And so, Geum Yeongyeong got on the flying artifact.



 
  
    Chapter 89: Single Stage Polishiing


Last spring, Geum Yeongyeong was taken to the Geumjak sect.

Geum Yeongyeong’s parents took their daughter to a spirit horse expert.

And they received a shocking diagnosis.

“It’s not a spirit horse issue. She’s just lazy.”

Geum Yeongyeong’s parents went through the five stages of grief.

The first was denial.

“Our daughter Yeongyeong?! That can’t be true!”

“Isn’t it possible the diagnosis was mixed up with someone else’s?”

The second was anger.

“What do you know about Yeongyeong !”

“Exactly, you call yourself a spirit horse expert!”

The third was bargaining.

“I’m really sorry for suddenly getting angry… I realized it’s not your fault… But is there a chance the results could change if we test again?”

“Isn’t it something else? Wasn’t it decisive disorder or something? I heard Yeongyeong’s friend also had a hard time with that. Maybe Yeongyeong  too…”

The fourth was depression.

“Oh, what are we going to do about this…”

“This… this isn’t right…”

And finally, they reached the fifth stage, acceptance.

“Well, as long as she’s healthy… right, dear?”

“That’s right, honey. Let’s find a solution together.”

The couple went to the distant ancestor, Geum Gyowol.

And they expressed their concerns about their lazy youngest daughter.

Geum Gyowol didn’t quite empathize.

“Yeongyeong  is too lazy? I don’t really understand. Isn’t it normal for kids to like playing? How old is Yeongyeong  this year?”

Mr. Geum answered with a desperate look.

“She’s already thirty-eight.”

It didn’t resonate at all with the woman, who was over nine hundred years old.

“Hmm, she’s at the prime age to play.”

Mr. Geum couldn’t hold back and said,

“I already had five kids by then!”

But Geum Gyowol was not overly biased.

“It seems the younger generation is a bit different these days.”

In the end, the couple returned without any results.

A while later, Seoran visited the Geumjak sect.

Geum Gyowol finally met a second member of the ‘younger generation.’

Being overly open-minded, Geum Gyowol immediately revised the mental statistics she had created.

Up until now, the only ‘younger generation’ sample she knew was Geum Yeongyeong.

So all standards were set according to Geum Yeongyeong.

But now the sample size had increased.

Seoran had raised the average of the ‘younger generation’ considerably.

Ten points and a thousand points; now, the average was five hundred and five.

Geum Yeongyeong ended up on the left side of the normal distribution curve.

Geum Gyowol was a wise adult.

That meant she was someone who could admit her mistakes.

An open mind was helpful in this situation.

It was fortunate for the couple but unfortunate for Geum Yeongyeong.

**********

Geum Yeongyeong got off the flying palanquin.

She looked around.

There was no restaurant or five-spice braised pork.

They were at Manbyeongmun, a small sect located near the Geumjak sect.

Still unaware, Geum Yeongyeong asked,

“Aren’t we going to eat five-spice braised pork?”

The couple replied with bright smiles.

“This is the place.”

“Yes, it’s a really famous spot.”

The three of them headed toward a certain building together. A woman came out of the shabby building and hurried over to them.

The woman, with dark circles under her eyes, greeted them.

“Hello! Would you like to take a look around right away?”

Mr. Geum nodded.

“Yes, please.”

The group entered the building.

Geum Yeongyeong realized the shabby building’s true nature.

There were exhausted artifact engineers and all sorts of materials.

This place was a legal device workshop.

However, it was quite different from what she had seen at the Geumjak sect.

The buildings and facilities were shabby, and the materials were of low quality.

Geum Yeongyeong’s common sense was collapsing in real-time.

But it was inevitable.

Although both Geumjak and Manbyeongmun were sects specializing in legal devices, there was an unimaginable gap between them.

To compare, it was like the difference between a full moon and a firefly.

The Geumjak sect’s legal device workshop could be likened to a cutting-edge semiconductor factory.

It was a masterpiece that only a large sect that had spent an enormous amount on research and development over a long period could produce.

It wasn’t renowned across the western continent for no reason.

However, the situation at Manbyeongmun was somewhat different.

It was the super unlucky Geumjak sect.

There were no excellent materials or outstanding artifact engineers.

All the small sect had was people.

So, they simply put people to work.


Manbyeongmun’s main product was disposable legal devices.

Among them, they mainly made talismans.

The performance was rather poor, but the price was very affordable.

They adopted a low-margin, high-volume strategy.

For such a business strategy to be sustainable, it was necessary to support it with a large volume of production. This was why the monks of Manbyeongmun continued their voluntary overtime work today.

By this point, even the usually clueless Geum Yeongyeong couldn’t fail to understand why she had been brought here, being an artifact engineer herself.

She immediately turned to run away.

However, she was caught before she could even exit the workshop.

Geum Yeongyeong cried out desperately, “Why, why are you doing this to me?”

The couple ignored their youngest daughter’s pleas.

“Investigator Seol, she’s a child lacking in many ways.”

“Please take good care of her.”

The workshop manager, Investigator Seol, replied, “Of course, don’t worry. Just as metal becomes stronger the more it’s hammered, people are much the same.”

Leaving their sorrow behind, the couple left the workshop.

They didn’t want to do this either.

But there was no other choice.

You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink.

The same was true for closed-door training. Even if they were locked up for a thousand years, if the person wasn’t committed, it was no different from hibernation.

However, unlike training, labor could be forced.

As she worked up a sweat, she’d surely start missing the days of just training—maybe.

Thus, the fallen noblewoman Geum Yeongyeong bid a temporary farewell to her family.

Thus began the ‘Liking It, Liking It, Minor Sect’ life.

************

While Geum Yeongyeong was trapped in the “room where you can’t leave until you meet your quota,” Seoran was training.

After consuming Gumsun fruit, Seoran marveled.

“Wow, is this really the life of a person with a spiritual root?”

Her sensitivity to spiritual energy sharply dulled.

She wondered how others could train in this state.

Suddenly, she felt a deep respect for those with multiple spiritual roots.

Yeo Mujin’s letter also contained instructions on things to be careful about during training with the Five Elements Heart.

It said that one should not replenish another spiritual root before fully mastering the newly acquired one.

An uncontrolled spiritual root can be like a shackle.

Trying to take shortcuts by handling everything at once could lead to disaster.

She suddenly thought, what about those with four or five spiritual roots?

From the start, they were like wearing two or three shackles, weren’t they?

What would have happened if she weren’t a one-root person?

The cruel spiritual root hierarchy of the cultivation world.

If one is upset about it, they could become a one-root person themselves.

Who knows, maybe they’d get lucky in the next life.

Seoran immediately devoted herself to practicing the martial arts techniques.

The metallic attribute original spiritual energy technique, “Bi-jeol-cheol-bi-so-geum.”

And the earth attribute original spiritual energy technique, “Jeok-to-jeon-hae-gyeong.”

Yellow refined earth power and white refined gold power swirled around Seoran.

The refined earth power, which Seoran had cultivated and mastered, responded well to her control.

However, the newly acquired refined gold power posed a problem.

Thus began her serious training.

Seoran opened her eyes after ten full days.

As a practitioner of original spiritual energy, she didn’t need to sleep.

She let out a deep sigh.

“Ha…”

The training to harmonize different powers.

She realized why original spiritual energy was known as the graveyard of geniuses.

It would only get harder as she progressed, and she felt anxious.

With her training stuck, Seoran went to see Geum Gyowol.

She chatted away, telling her about her ten days of uninterrupted training, raising the ‘young generation’ average bar yet again.

Geum Gyowol was quite fond of Seoran.

So she offered sincere advice without holding back.

Finally, she added this reminder:

“Dear, remember this. Being diligent is a good thing, but if taken too far, it can become a poison. Sometimes, you need to know how to clear your mind.”

Seoran reflected on this advice.

It was true that she had been obsessively persistent when things didn’t go well.

It had been the same during her Qi condensation and Core Formation stages.

Even if her body and mind weren’t tired, it was always necessary to maintain a broad perspective.

Seeing that Seoran seemed to understand, Geum Gyowol brought up another topic.

“Then how about visiting the legal device workshop today? As you know, the Geumjak sect is famous for its artifact crafting. And since you’re a puppeteer, I’ll personally grant you access.”

Seoran excitedly replied, “Thank you so much, Investigator Geum!”

Thus, Seoran entered the legal device workshop.

It was filled with luxurious high-grade materials and state-of-the-art equipment.

Artifact engineers were gathered, crafting legal devices.

Each one was a master with centuries of experience.

She encountered the guide she had seen before.

“Please, follow me, Investigator Ryu.”

Seoran followed the man around, occasionally asking questions whenever curiosity struck her.

The man seemed quite knowledgeable, as he didn’t seem to be stumped by any questions.

Then something Seoran recognized appeared.

“Oh, I know that one. It’s called Sungbaekeun, right?”

The man replied with slight surprise, “You know about Sungbaekeun? It’s not a well-known mineral. You have quite the breadth of knowledge.”

“Are there not many people who know about it?”

“Yes, that’s right. It’s extremely rare, so not many people know about it, and even fewer can handle it. However, even a small amount can greatly enhance the spiritual nature of a legal device.”

“Oh…”

Seoran thought of the piles of ingots stacked in the warehouse.

No wonder they kept giving it as bribes.

She hadn’t realized it was such a valuable item.

Those sly guys from the Eorin sect, always knowing how to please.

Seoran looked around the busy workshop.


Watching others’ creative activities stirred her heart.

It was the perfect time, as all her combat puppets were completely broken.

It was time to return to being an artist once again.

Seoran licked her lips in anticipation.
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Seoran spent her time diligently at the Geumjak Sect, with her top priority being the practice of the Wonyoung Energy Art.

In addition, she also studied the art of crafting enchantments.

Since puppets could be considered a type of magical instrument, she thought learning about them would help her with puppetry.

Thus, she made it a point to frequently visit the workshops where magical instruments were crafted, despite her busy schedule.

Today, Seoran observed the work of the artisans specializing in enchantments.

With the access pass granted by Geum Gyowol, she could go anywhere, including the inner sanctum where the highest-grade magical instruments were made.

The instrument being crafted this time was a cauldron, specifically a three-legged cauldron used in alchemy, known as a “Jeonggi” due to its three legs and two ear-like handles.

The primary material being used was white steel.

A fire-attribute craftsman formed intricate hand seals, causing flames to shoot from his mouth.

The intense heat, far surpassing that of Lageum’s flames, quickly melted the white steel.

The molten metal emitted a soft glow.

Next, it was the turn of the metal attribute artisan.

As the artisan chanted incantations continuously, the molten white steel began to solidify on its own.

The master craftsman struck the metal with a hammer, each blow infused with immense force.

The fire-attribute craftsman gradually reduced the flame’s heat, and after exchanging glances with the metal artisan, they reached the optimal temperature.

At this point, any deviation in heat would be detrimental.

The hammering technique of the metal artisan also changed, from powerful blows to more delicate strikes.

The sound of the hammering grew faster, heating, hammering, and briefly cooling the metal, then repeating the process.

As the process continued, the glow of the white steel became dazzlingly bright.

The crafting of the magical instrument proceeded smoothly.

The artisans mixed other metals with the transformed white steel and began shaping the cauldron.

In no time, a magnificent three-legged cauldron was completed.

Seoran approached the resting artisan and asked, “Is it finished?”

The artisan replied, “It’s not fully completed yet.

There’s still some post-processing to enhance its spiritual energy, and we need to engrave some spells.

Oh, and it needs to be handed over to the jeweler for some final touches to its appearance.”

“Do you think it’s well-made?” 

“Yes, I’m very satisfied.

Since the merger with the Ojuk Sect, Geumjak Sect’s enchantment techniques have significantly improved.

These days, I enjoy every day of work.”

This was a result of the large-scale exchange of talent and technology.

Thanks to the Ojuk Sect’s fire-attribute spells, the magical instruments of the Geumjak Sect had become more powerful.

Similarly, the efficacy of the elixirs produced by the Ojuk Sect had greatly increased, thanks to the Geumjak Sect’s alchemical tools.

The magical device for this podium was also created by Ojukmun’s order.

After finishing her questions, Seoran left the workshop.

When she came outside, the sky had already darkened.

Seoran headed straight to Geum Gyowol’s residence.

Lately, the two had been conversing every night.

Geum Gyowol was in her room as usual, brushing her hair in comfortable attire. 

She smiled softly when she saw Seoran.

“You’re here. Sit down.”

Geum Gyowol had Seoran sit in front of her.

It was to comb her hair.

At first, Seoran was hesitant, but she had grown accustomed to it for a long time.

The two shared some small talk for a while.

Then they began studying through the night.

Seoran had been learning about the materials for magical devices lately.

Today’s topic was Seongbaegeun.

“I saw them mixing various metals with Seongbaegeun in the magical device workshop earlier. Why would they go out of their way to make an alloy? I learned that it’s most spiritually rich in its pure state,” Seoran said.

“It’s true that Seongbaegeun is a top-grade material. However, because it’s not a mineral from this world, its properties are very alien. That’s why they have no choice but to use that method.”

“I see.”

Seoran continued to study diligently after that.

They didn’t just study; they also took breaks to drink tea.

After the all-night tutoring session, Seoran returned to her room.

It was time to write a novel.

The “Doll Doll” series finally included romance.

A doll girl becoming more human-like, a boy and girl becoming awkward with the unfamiliar atmosphere, realizing their feelings for each other while fighting off enemies.

Thanks to the author being an extraordinary person who didn’t even need sleep, the novel’s writing pace was incredible.

Winter came.

The long novel would soon be completed.

The book on doll-making was not yet ready.

She planned to write it after further research.

Her practice of Wonyeonggi methods was progressing smoothly.

Her studies related to smoke techniques were nearly complete.

So, only one thing remained.

Seoran began the full-scale production of dolls.

************

Recently, Seoran had a fierce battle with Wijimok.

It was by far the toughest opponent she had faced.

Thanks to that, she learned many lessons.

She needed to review her entire doll design philosophy.

Seoran closed her eyes and recalled the situation at the time.

The striking Heavenly Spear, the swirling storm, and the adversary.

Except for the final part, where she was too preoccupied with controlling the immense magical power, she remembered most of it.

First of all, the four sister dolls were fine.

The destructive beam, the target distribution mechanism installed for testing, and the mana sharing function were all perfect.

However, not including a flight function, thinking she would only use them briefly in the Great Forest, was a clear mistake.

Because of that, every time they needed to move by air, they had to gather tightly together on Seongnyeonhwa.

The four sister dolls: 90 points!


On the other hand, the Diamond Yaksha was a bit ambiguous.

Of course, it was a great help when fighting Wijimok.

But the Diamond Yaksha was a creation from before Seoran studied abroad on the Eastern Continent.

It was made when she was still an inexperienced doll maker, so looking at it now, it had many areas for improvement.

The most serious problem was durability.

Seoran keenly felt this during the recent battle.

Dolls must be absolutely sturdy.

When the Diamond Yaksha, flying in the sky, suddenly disintegrated, she nearly had a heart attack.

Thinking they could avoid all attacks was foolish.

Even Seoran’s own destructive beam or Heavenly Spear were attacks impossible to evade.

They needed to have at least enough durability to counterattack even after being hit first.

Moreover, the sheer size of the doll itself was a problem.

Seoran realized this when the Heavenly Spear hit while she was surrounded by a barrier.

The larger the doll, the less efficient the barrier became.

To defend the huge body of the Diamond Yaksha seamlessly with a spherical barrier required an enormous amount of magical power every moment.

There were many other disadvantages to a giant doll.

First, the size of the doll made it difficult to transport.

After completing it, there was a chance it would become a nuisance, just taking up space in storage like a bamboo shoot missile.

And breaking it into pieces like the transforming-combining Diamond Yaksha would drastically reduce its durability.

The Diamond Yaksha: 60 points!

The design philosophy itself was wrong from the start.

Seoran firmly resolved to put giant dolls on hold until a solution was found.

For now, she planned to create a small doll.

As part of her practice of the Wonyeonggi method, she would use dual attributes of earth and metal.

She intended to make the important internal parts of metal and the exterior of stone.

She was considering an alloy containing Seongbaegeun for the metal.

For the stone, she would use a good quality one, not something cheap. She would save the precious thousand-year-old clay and wood for later.

Seoran planned to gather resources herself.

Of course, the Geumjak faction’s warehouse had plenty of stones and metals.

But she felt a bit bad about asking for them.

Anyway, the necessary materials were top-grade stone and metal, all underground resources.

Seoran’s next destination was decided.

The Republic of the Labyrinth Worms, the underground world.

But first, she would stop by Ojukmun.

It was because of a dinner appointment she had forgotten.

She had to quickly go to Lageum and apologize.

*********

Seoran climbed onto Seongnyeonhwa.

As Seoran left Geumjak faction and was nearing the border.

The joint leadership of Ojukmun and Geumjak factions gathered.

It wasn’t because of a bad event.

Rather, they were discussing hopeful matters.

Today’s topic was ‘preparations for the sect’s ascension.’

Of course, Seoran was still a Wonyeonggi monk.

It was like looking for scorched rice before even washing the rice.

However, even monks at the decision-making stage were human.

People naturally live on hope.

The ascension of the sect is the greatest wish of all cultivation sects.

As the long-desired dream approached, even the most accomplished monks couldn’t contain their excitement.

That was why fully grown adults were sitting together, letting their imaginations run wild.

The shortest route to the center of the world.

The means to transport the monks of the two sects to that location.

A long list of items to bring to the Celestial Realm.

In the midst of the excited crowd, someone suddenly spoke.

“But what about the One-Eyed Dragon?”

The One-Eyed Dragon.

A mad dragon that blocked the center of the world and killed a monk of the Hua Shinki trying to ascend hundreds of years ago.

Ojukmun’s top expert on spirit creatures spoke.

“We have Lady Yongnyeo and Monk Ryu.”

“But Lady Yongnyeo has lived for about a thousand years. The One-Eyed Dragon must have lived for at least two thousand years. Even with Monk Ryu, is there any guarantee they can win?”

“Indeed, dragons become stronger as they age. But even in this world, there are limits. No matter how long the One-Eyed Dragon has lived, unless it has ascended, it cannot become infinitely strong.”

“Is that so?”

The expert confidently asserted.

“Of course, if we have Monk Ryu, who has reached the Hua Shinki, and Lady Yongnyeo, who has completed the Dragon Pearl, we can definitely win.”

“If we’re stronger, we could even negotiate from the start. We should avoid unnecessary losses as much as possible.”

“The One-Eyed Dragon wouldn’t dare challenge us recklessly. The monk who died hundreds of years ago was unlucky. Most likely, they were in the middle of the sect’s ascension.”


Someone clapped and said.

“Aha, you mean they were ambushed while protecting others! That makes sense!”

“We’re fortunate to know about the One-Eyed Dragon’s existence beforehand. If we didn’t, we might have been in danger too.”

“Luck is on our side!”

The joint leadership laughed cheerfully.
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Seoran hurried back to Ojukmun.

Today, it felt like Seok Yeonhwa was even slower than usual.

It seemed that her urgency was making her feel that way.

After passing through the gate, she headed straight to Lee Ageum’s residence.

When young spiritual power holders first enter Ojukmun, they usually live together in a dormitory. As they get older, succeed in accumulating spiritual power, or get married, they are provided with an appropriate place to live. Lageum also became independent as soon as she reached a certain level of spiritual power accumulation.

Seoran stood hesitantly in front of the house.

She repeatedly grabbed and let go of the doorknob.

She had promised to have a meal together and then disappeared for three months.

She wondered how to apologize.

As Seoran was lost in thought, her deliberation was cut short, whether fortunately or unfortunately.

Lageum spoke from behind her.

“Sister, what are you doing here?”

Startled from her thoughts, Seoran exclaimed,

“Ah, Lageum!”

“Why are you so surprised?”

“Well…”

“Well?”

After hesitating for a long time, Seoran finally spoke.

“I’m really sorry for forgetting our promise to eat together last time. It was my fault.”

Lageum forgave her cheerfully.

“Okay, I’ll let it slide this time. Just don’t do it again.”

Seoran asked hesitantly,

“You’re not mad?”

“I was a bit angry at the time, but I’m okay now. You’ve been busy. Even I sometimes forget promises when I’m caught up with work at the medicine hall. It happens when people are overwhelmed. You didn’t do it on purpose to tease me, right?”

“Yeah, that’s right. I’m really sorry.”

“So, you don’t need to be so nervous and apologetic. It’s cold. Let’s go inside. I’ll make hotpot.”

“Aww, Lageum, thank you!”

Lageum ignored Seoran’s cutesy act completely and quickly went inside.

Left alone in the snow, Seoran felt a tinge of loneliness.

The hurt in her heart was so painful.

But the hotpot was warm.

Lying with her head on Seoran’s lap, Lageum asked,

“Sister, where have you been?”

“I went to Geumjakpa to learn the Wonyounggi technique.”

“So, does that mean you only need to train at home from now on?”

“No, I have to go out again. There’s something I need.”

“Where are you going this time?”

As she peeled an orange, Seoran answered,

“To the Underworld, to get some materials for making dolls.”

Lageum peeled an orange and handed it to Seoran, then asked another question.

“Are you going right away?”

“No, I’ll leave next spring. I need to visit the Fish People Sect and publish a novel.”

“Spring, huh?”

“Yeah, why do you ask?”

Lageum replied, “Well, I was thinking of joining you…”

Seoran, surprised, asked, “To the Underworld? What about your duties at the medicine hall?”

“I have a lot of vacation days saved up. I might as well use them all now.”

And so, Lageum joined the group.

It turned into an impromptu group trip.

Unfortunately, Damcheong and Ho Hyemun couldn’t participate.

Damcheong, being a dragon god, had to attend to pilgrims, and Ho Hyemun was busy preparing for the new school term.

Seoran suddenly thought of her friend, Geum Yeongyeong.

She’d heard that Yeongyeong was busy but had no idea what she was up to.

So, she decided that no news was good news.

Spring eventually arrived.

Seoran and Lageum set out from Ojukmun together.

After leaving the protective barrier, they headed east.

Lageum was on a small boat, while Seoran rode Seok Yeonhwa.

On the way, Lageum asked, 

“Sister, doesn’t Seok Yeonhwa seem a bit slower?”

“I don’t really notice.”

“No, something’s off. It’s shaking on its own.”

Seoran didn’t take it too seriously.

“Really? I’ll check it later.”

Feeling uneasy, Lageum suggested,

“How about riding with me on the boat?”

“It’ll be slower with two people.”

“Better than being in danger.”

Seoran chuckled and said, “Don’t worry, I won’t die.”

And exactly one quarter-hour later, she crashed.

After a series of mishaps, they finally reached their destination.

Seoran disembarked from the boat with a sullen expression, holding the broken Seok Yeonhwa tightly in her hands.

Lageum tried to comfort her sister.

“It’s okay, Sister. You can always get another flying device.”

“This was a second-grade…”

“Besides, once you become a Hwashingi user, you can fly without a flying device. Cheer up, okay?”

Seoran forced a response.

“Yeah, you’re right…”

But her gloomy expression didn’t lift.


Why did it break?

Was it because of the celestial calamity last time?

“Well, that could be it…”

It made sense.

Seoran sighed deeply, then tucked the shrunken Seok Yeonhwa into her coat.

It was an impressive resilience.

Seoran tried to put on a bright face and said,

“Alright, let’s go see our friend after so long!”

The two headed toward the entrance to the Underworld.

As they walked silently, Lageum asked,

“Sister, what’s the difference between spirits and beastmen?”

“Do you really not know? It’s on the permit exam.”

“I didn’t study that part because it’s rarely on the test.”

Seoran shrugged and said,

“Alright, let me enlighten you, as someone who passed with a perfect score.”

Although they are both categorized as spiritual creatures, they are not same.

Beastmen, are like the Labyrinth Burrowers or the Fish Folk, they aren’t particularly malicious. 

and Spirits….

They are called spirits but the classification criteria isn’t very strict.

In a narrow sense, spirit are beings that naturally arise from spirit energy or dark energy and lack reproductive abilities.

In a broader sense, yokai refer to all evil beings that cause harm in the world.

Thus, there wasn’t a clear answer.

For instance, the Black-scaled Blood Serpent, a nemesis to Labyrinth Creatures, didn’t naturally occur from yokai or dark energy and had reproductive capabilities.

In a narrow sense, it would be classified as a yousu.

However, in a broader sense, it was clearly a yokai, as it would devour all other species if left unchecked.

A practitioner of dark arts who massacres people would naturally be classified as a spirit.

Even a group of bandits that disturb the world is considered half-spirit.

This was the agreed definition of spirits in the cultivation world.

The distinction between spirits and beastmen was even simpler.

If something seemed dignified, it was called an eonsu; otherwise, it was all yosu.

That’s why Damcheong, being a dragon, was called a spiritual creature, while Labyrinth Burrowers or the Fish Folk were referred to as beastmen.

After Seoran finished her explanation, Lageum said,

“So, if they don’t like something, they just call it all yokai?”

“Could you call it a beautiful social consensus?”

“Don’t the Labyrinth Burrowers or Fish Folk complain? Like, asking to be classified as spiritual creatures too?”

“They don’t seem to mind. It’s similar for practitioners too.”

Lageum, surprised, asked,

“Practitioners are classified as yosu too?”

“If you insist on it. Humans are animals, after all.”

As Lageum was processing this confusing information, a Labyrinth Burrower approached them from afar.

Toto spread his arms wide and greeted them warmly.

“Toto, it’s been a while!”

Seoran greeted with the same open-armed gesture.

“It’s good to see you too! This is my younger sister, Lageum! Lageum, this is Toto the Labyrinth Burrower!”

Lageum hesitantly spread her arms.

“N-Nice to meet you…”

Toto responded warmly, “I’ve heard a lot about you. Glad to meet you. You arrived right on time, just as the letter said. Anyway, follow me. I’ve reserved a feast of cave mushrooms. They say it’s delicious.”

Before leaving Ojukmun, Seoran had sent a fast express letter through the Imyeonjo Postal Service.

The Imyeonjo, who flew like the wind for an extra fee, safely delivered the letter to Toto, allowing him to make the reservation in advance.

Seoran licked her lips in anticipation.

“Sounds delicious. Let’s go, Lageum.”

The two practitioners and the Labyrinth Creature headed straight into the Underworld.

They were soon surrounded by a crowd of reporters.

The reporters shouted eagerly, “Captain, which faction do you support, the Vertical Shaft faction or the Horizontal Shaft faction?!”

“What do you think about the dominance of the Vertical Shaft faction currently ruling the Underworld?!”

“Please say a few words!”

“We’ve heard reports that you’ve made favorable comments about the Horizontal Shaft faction! Are you planning to support them in the upcoming election?”

“Hey, you! Who are you?! What reports?!”

“Anyway, we’ve got a report!”

“Then tell us the name of the informant!”

“I can’t tell you! As a journalist, I have a duty to protect the identity of my sources!”

“Yeah, isn’t an anonymous source still a source?!”

“Anonymous source, my foot! It’s clearly fabricated!”

“What are you doing? Stop it!”

“Let go! Try hitting me if you’re so confident!”

“Toto, explain yourself!”

“Do you think it’s okay for a hero of the Underworld to make such biased statements?! You’re a public figure!”

“I saw your face!”

“Do you need a platform to clarify your statements?!”

“Does your silence mean you’re acknowledging the allegations?!”

“There’s a practitioner next to Captain Toto!”

“Associating with surface-world practitioners! It’s practically a declaration of support for the Vertical Shaft faction! Assistant, write that down!”

“What is your relationship with these practitioners?”

“Oh, that person! It’s Ryu Seoran!”

“What, Ryu Seoran?! The hero who defeated the Black-scaled Blood Serpent and an honorary Labyrinth Creature, that Ryu Seoran?!”

“This is a scoop! Quick, publish a special edition!”

“Assistant, run to the printing house! The headline is ‘The Heroes of the Underworld Reunite, a Tactical Move to Support the Vertical Shaft Faction?'”

“Got it!”

“You call yourselves journalists?!”

“Let’s fight fairly with the truth, without distortion!”

“Grab that guy, catch him!”

“Did you just hit me?!”

“Ouch, my foot! Who did that?!”

The reporters, who had been loudly shouting at Toto and Seoran, started arguing among themselves.

Taking advantage of the chaos, the group quickly escaped.

After a noisy chase, they finally arrived at the inn.

Luckily, the reporters didn’t follow them inside.

 “What on earth is going on?”

 “Ah, it’s election season. But I didn’t expect reporters to latch onto me. They should know that I have an obligation to remain politically neutral as a public official.”

“Is it always like this during election season?”

“This is actually pretty quiet. It was much more intense twenty years ago when we became heroes. You wouldn’t know since you were on the surface. But that’s how elections are. There’s always a lot of noise and fighting, and eventually, it leads to some result.”

 “Even more intense than this?”

“It’s just everyday life. Phew, I can finally breathe. I’m starving after all that running. Let’s go eat the cave mushroom feast. It’s on the third floor of this building. By the way, you mentioned you were looking for the finest stones and metals, right?”

 “That’s right, stones and metals. I almost forgot.”

“You’re in luck. I have a lot of friends at the mining headquarters.”

“Really?”


“Yes, you can count on me.”

“That’s Toto for you!”

“Hahaha, it’s nothing!”

“It’s overwhelming…”

But the full course of cave mushrooms was delicious.
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Seoran, who was enjoying the dinner, asked.

“Toto, come to think of it, I heard the reporters call you the chief monk? Did you get a promotion?”

Toto, who was eating ice cream for dessert, answered.

“Yes, that’s right. It’s been quite a while since I got promoted. Among the heroes who defeated the Black Lin Reflux Blood Incident, we two stood out the most. You are a human monk, and I was a former officer. To be honest, it was a bit of an undeserved rise.”

“What do you mean undeserved? You were the one who planned the operation and led the other labyrinthists. You also solved the serial disappearance case. Have some confidence, Toto.”

Toto replied with a bitter smile.

“Well, the thing is. If you purely consider the achievements, there were a few monks who were better than me. The fact that I became the chief monk, pushing them aside, had quite a bit of political reasons. It was because of factional fights that I got the position.”

“Factional fights?”

Toto began to explain.

Currently, there were two political factions in the Republic.

Namely, the Vertical Shaft Faction and the Horizontal Shaft Faction.

They were sharply opposed over a single issue.

Should the subterranean world, the labyrinthists, take the risk and interact with the alien species of the outside world?

The Vertical Shaft Faction actively supported the open policy.

On the contrary, the Horizontal Shaft Faction insisted on a closed-door policy.

The fight between the two factions never stopped since the union of the Ojukmun and the subterranean world a thousand years ago.

The Vertical Shaft Faction called the opposing faction this.

Agitators who wield hatred and fear for power. It meant they only knew how to use fear marketing.

The Horizontal Shaft Faction similarly criticized the opposing faction. Traitors who collude with alien species for power. It meant they cling to powerful foreign forces.

The support rates were neck and neck, and the conflict never ended. Still, the Vertical Shaft Faction had a slight advantage. It was thanks to the abundant food obtained through trade.

Then one day, the Black Lin Reflux Blood Incident appeared.

Citizens were terrified of the continuous disappearance cases.

An extinct natural enemy, and the appearance of heroes.

Humans and labyrinthists, the two species, cooperated to defeat the Black Lin Reflux Blood Incident.

Twenty years ago, after that incident, labyrinthists became more favorable towards interacting with the outside world.

The changed attitude of the citizens influenced the election as well.

The support rate of the Vertical Shaft Faction skyrocketed.

The subterranean world was bustling for a few years.

The Horizontal Shaft Faction emphasized the achievements of Toto, a former officer, and shouted this.

Even without the help of the human monk, the subterranean world could have defeated the Black Lin Reflux Blood Incident.

It was around that time that Toto became the chief monk.

Toto finished his explanation and sighed.

“Now you understand? Why I’m like this. That’s why I purposely left out the promotion in my letter.”

Seoran stammered and consoled him.

“Uh, that… Cheer up, Toto.”

And then handed over his portion of the ice cream.

Toto gulped down two portions of ice cream.

And then spoke in a deliberately cheerful voice.

“Well, it’s alright! I just need to work harder! The atmosphere has become a bit gloomy. If you’re all done eating, let’s get up. I’ll guide you to the mining headquarters.”

The group left the tavern and headed towards the center of the city.

In the middle of the square, surrounded by various government buildings, a giant structure caught their eyes.

It was a statue depicting Seoran and the labyrinthists collectively beating the Black Lin Reflux Blood Incident.

Fortunately, the statue was clothed.

Lageum, who was walking beside them, asked.

“Sister, is that the incident from twenty years ago that you mentioned?”

“Yes, the snake getting beaten up is the Black Lin Reflux Blood Incident.”

“I see.”

The short conversation ended.

Lageum fell silent again.

She looked somewhat dispirited.

After thinking for a moment, Seoran realized why.

Lageum  had never seen a labyrinthist before in her life.

That’s why she felt so intimidated.

No matter how sociable a person is, it’s natural to be nervous when meeting a different species for the first time.

Seoran gently held Lageum’s hand.

Lageum looked slightly confused and asked.

“Sister?”

Seoran smiled without saying anything.

Still, her intention seemed to be conveyed.

Lageum’s expression became noticeably more relaxed.

As the two walked together amicably, Toto, who was walking ahead, spoke.

“That building over there is the monk headquarters where I work. We’re almost there. Just a little further, and we’ll reach the mining headquarters.”

Lageum asked Toto.

“What are those labyrinthists doing?”

In front of the monk headquarters, four female labyrinthists, who looked alike, were standing in a line, shouting.

“Don’t stop our love!”

“Don’t stop it! Don’t stop it!”

“Give us our husband back!”

“Give him back! Give him back!”

Toto replied indifferently.

“Oh, those women? They’re protesting to release a criminal. You don’t need to pay attention. They’ve been doing this for twenty years. It’s useless, though.”

“Oh, I see.”

Suddenly curious, Seoran asked.

“What kind of crime did he commit to warrant twenty years of protest?”

“It’s better not to know. Thanks to the petition from his sisters, he got a fifty-year sentence. If it weren’t for that, it would have been a life sentence. I know because I’m the one who put him in jail.”

Lageum, who was listening, asked another question.

“How long do labyrinthists usually live on average?”

“They don’t live that long. Even if they live a long life, five hundred years is the maximum. For a mystical creature, that’s quite short. Ah, we’ve arrived! That’s the mining headquarters!”

The group entered the grand building.


Toto called for his friend on the first floor of the building.

A moment later, a mole labyrinthist came running in a hurry.

The labyrinthist, who spotted Toto from a distance, stopped abruptly and carefully adjusted his appearance.

Seoran happened to witness this.

The labyrinthist approached calmly and greeted them.

“Long time no see, Toto.”

Toto, who was looking at his notebook, lifted his head.

“Ji-am-seo, you still seem to be doing well!”

The female labyrinthist, Ji-am-seo, replied.

“No matter how well I’m doing, I can’t be as amazing as the youngest chief monk. What brings you here today? Every time I ask to see you, you say you’re busy, but now you’ve come in person?”

“I have a favor to ask. Do you have some time?”

Ji-am-seo replied immediately.

“I have plenty of time. Yes, I have a lot of time.”

“That’s a relief. First, let me introduce you. These are humans from the surface. My friend monk Ryu, and my friend’s younger sibling monk Lageum. You two should greet Jiamseo.”

Seoran and Lageum spread their arms and greeted.

“Hello, I’m Ryu Seoran.”

“Hello, I’m Lageum.”

Ji-am-seo greeted with a somewhat reluctant expression.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Jiamseo, a researcher at the mining headquarters.”

Toto added an explanation from the side.

“The research institute at the mining headquarters gathers the smartest labyrinthists in the subterranean world. Ji-am-seo is my old classmate, and she was always the top student in school since we were young.”

Seoran asked a question.

“Was Toto good at studying?”

“Me? Just enough to get into the officer academy.”

It meant he did very well.

Jiamseo, who was watching, urged in a blunt tone.

“I’m busy, just tell me what you need.”

“Didn’t you just say you had a lot of time?”

“Now that I think about it, I have an appointment this afternoon.”

At the mention of an appointment, Toto scratched his head.

“Really? I was hoping you could guide these two to the mining headquarters repository… This friend is looking for top-grade minerals.”

“Since the mining headquarters stores all the minerals of the subterranean world, it should be fine. Even with an afternoon appointment, it should be okay to take a quick look around, right?”

“Come to think of it, did I have a morning appointment too?”

“You seem quite busy these days. In that case, it can’t be helped. Asking you for a meal with so much work wouldn’t be right. Sorry for bothering you, Jiamseo. Monk Ryu, it seems we’ll have to visit several mineral storage sites.”

Seoran replied.

“I’m fine with that.”

“Then let’s head out right away. It might take a few days, but don’t worry. I’ll keep helping you until we find the mineral you want.”

Jiamseo hurriedly intervened.

“W-wait a moment, Toto! Well, um… Oh, my mind! The morning appointment is tomorrow! I’ll help you two. I need to visit the storage anyway.”

Toto sighed in relief.

“Really? That’s great. I thought we’d have to wander around for days. I’ll definitely treat you to a meal later.”

“Sure, that sounds good. When exactly?”

“You’re quite thorough, aren’t you? Is it because you’re a researcher? Well, I’m free three days from now in the evening. How about then?”

“Sounds good.”

“Then I’ll leave it to you. If you have any questions, please explain things. You know a lot. I’ll be going now.”

With those words, Toto left.

Seoran, Lageum, and Jiamseo entered the storage.

All sorts of minerals discovered in the subterranean world were gathered there.

They seemed to be collected for research purposes.

Seoran pointed to a mineral nearby and asked.

“Jiamseo, what is this?”

“Well, I’m not sure.”

“You’re a researcher, and you don’t know?”

“Indeed, I knew, but I can’t remember right now.”

Seoran thought for a moment and then spoke.

“Do you perhaps know about human aesthetic standards? For one, it’s not big hands and lots of fur.”

Jiamseo turned to look at Seoran.

“Hmm, that’s really an interesting fact.”

“Do you know this too? Sometimes it helps to be honest about your feelings. For example, when you have a crush on someone.”

“Do you know much about romantic relationships?”

“There are few experts as good as me in this world.”

Jiamseo nodded and said.

“Understood. Although, I am not in a one-sided love.”

Then she explained the minerals in detail.

Lageum, watching from the side, whispered secretly.

“Sister, how can you say you’re an expert on romantic relationships! You’ve never even been in a relationship! How can you lie like that?!”

But Seoran was confident.

“You haven’t been in a relationship either. And I am indeed an expert on romantic relationships.”

“On what grounds?”

“With insights you can never comprehend.”

“Do you have any conscience?”

Seoran’s conscience was, of course, intact.

She was indeed an expert on romantic relationships.


Because she had experienced being both a man and a woman.

Additionally, as a romance movie enthusiast, she had watched countless audiovisual materials.

This was enough to call herself an authority.

Seoran enjoyed a pleasant shopping experience with Jiamseo’s cooperation.
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The group looked around the storage of the mining headquarters.

Of course, all the minerals on display here were not for sale. So Seoran took out a notebook and made a list. She planned to place an order all at once later.

When Jiamseo explained, Seoran diligently took notes.

The purchase list grew endlessly long.

Lageum, who checked the notebook over Seoran’s shoulder, was shocked.

So, she immediately tried to stop Seoran.

“Unni, are you really going to buy all of that?”

Seoran answered.

“Yeah, why?”

“Can you even use all of this? What if you impulsively buy it and end up with leftovers? Shouldn’t you think it over more carefully before deciding?”

“So what if there are leftovers? It’s minerals anyway. It’s not like food that goes bad, so if I store it in the warehouse, I’ll use it eventually.”

To Lageum, this was an incredibly bold idea.

“Minerals aren’t given for free, you know. You have to pay for all of them, so how can you choose so carelessly? You should budget and compare prices. What if you run out of money and then find something you really want?”

“I have plenty of money.”

“What money do you have? All the budget from the sect is already allocated. Any leftover money is just pocket change, right?”

“Lageum, you don’t know something.”

Seoran pulled out a book from her robe.

Similar contents were written on every page.

Roughly something like ‘five carts of rice’ or ‘ten carts of beans.’

Lageum asked with a puzzled look.

“What is this?”

“That’s a food exchange certificate issued by Ojukmun for the underground world. If you take this certificate to a logistics hub, they’ll exchange it for the food listed on it. The merchants of Migung Eonseo probably prefer this over underground world currency.”

“They really accept this instead of money?”

“Yes, so it’s practically the same as money. You know about the trade agreement between the underground world and Ojukmun, right? Originally, they traded physical goods, but it became too cumbersome, so for the past few hundred years, they’ve been using this method.”

“I don’t really get it…”

“Well, that’s understandable.”

By the way, this was Seoran’s area of expertise.

So, she had a hard time resisting the urge to show off.

The beast of capitalism that had been lying dormant almost awakened.

While examining the certificate, Lageum asked again.

“Meat, salt, herbs… Wow, they have everything, don’t they? Wait a minute. So how did this certificate end up in your hands, Unni?”

“I bought it with my share from the tribute offered by the merfolk.”

“Oh right, there was the tribute, wasn’t there?”

The merfolk pilgrim group, which visited the sacred ground frequently, never came empty-handed.

They faithfully brought in a portion of their income.

The tributes collected were evenly shared between Damcheong, Seoran, and Ojukmun.

The ratio was two parts to Damcheong, one part each to Seoran and Ojukmun.

Originally, Ojukmun wouldn’t have received even a drop of the tribute, but kind-hearted Seoran generously gave them half of her share.

The Earth Mother Goddess is merciful.

Thanks to this, even the financial managers of Ojukmun were gradually beginning to develop a sense of faith.

Smart Lageum quickly understood the situation.

So, she didn’t try to stop Seoran any further.

Spending a lot of money isn’t considered overspending when you’re wealthy.

The group continued to walk, chatting leisurely.

*************

Seoran, who had almost filled her notebook, asked.

“Jiamseo, is this all?”

“There are still quite a few minerals under research.”

“Where are those?”

Jiamseo guided Seoran to his laboratory.

“Now, just look with your eyes. From here to there are the ones that have been newly discovered. Thanks to these, I’ve been extremely busy lately.”

“So, you weren’t lying when you said you were busy earlier?”

“Yes, I am busy. Be grateful always.”

Lageum, who had been quiet, asked.

“Jiamseo, why are there so many newly discovered minerals? Did something special happen?”

Jiamseo answered, looking down.

“That… That’s because of the new policy of the Vertical Shaft Sect. The regulation on the maximum depth for downward drilling has been lifted. So now, we can explore deeper than before.”

Seoran and Lageum were quite taken aback.

Jiamseo, who always maintained a gruff attitude, suddenly became courteous.

They wondered why he had suddenly become so polite.

Seoran asked.

“Jiamseo, what’s gotten into you all of a sudden?”

Jiamseo answered in his usual manner.

“What do you mean, what did I do?”

This time, Lageum asked.

“No, your tone just changed a moment ago!”

Jiamseo averted his gaze and replied.

“Did I? I always speak like this.”

It was clearly a suspicious response.

But Seoran and Lageum decided to let it go for now.

Exploring the laboratory took priority.

Seoran pointed to the most eye-catching mineral.

“Jiamseo, what is that purple mineral?”

Jiamseo straightened his back and replied.

“That’s called Zaguang Quartz. It’s named that because it emits a purplish glow. Although we don’t know the mechanism yet, it has the ability to stabilize magical power that passes through it.”

Seoran jotted down Zaguang Quartz in her notebook as well.

She asked about the properties of other minerals as well, but since most of them were still under research, there wasn’t much information available.

It seemed that she would have to visit again later to learn more.

Seoran looked over the list she had compiled so far.


The names of numerous minerals were densely listed.

It seemed that purchasing just this much would be sufficient for now.

The rest of the work could be entrusted to the trading headquarters.

Once she handed over the list of minerals she wanted to buy, they would carefully pack and transport them to Ojukmun.

To avoid hassle, she also planned to pay in advance.

At that moment, someone outside called for Jiamseo.

“Researcher Jiamseo, do you have a moment? I need to ask you something.”

Jiamseo pointed specifically at Seoran and said.

“I’ll be back shortly, so don’t touch anything.”

Then, he left the laboratory.

Lageum found this strange.

“Unni, isn’t something odd?”

“What is?”

“That Migung Eonseo, Jiamseo. His attitude toward you is completely different from how he acts toward me. His speech is also a mix of honorifics and casual language.”

Seoran responded.

“Maybe he’s just scared of you?”

“That’s a bit strange too. If he were scared, shouldn’t he be scared of you, not me?”

Lageum’s curiosity only grew.

It reminded her of when Seoran had just reached the level of Wonyounggi.

Once, out of sheer curiosity, Lageum had used spirit vision to look at Seoran.

She felt an overwhelming pressure, as if her very soul was being bleached.

She didn’t show it, but it had been a truly shocking experience.

Fortunately, after learning how to contain her power from Yeomujin, it became a little more bearable.

Such an overwhelming gap in power was just the nature of things.

Lageum couldn’t understand it at all.

At that moment, Seoran spoke.

“Maybe it’s because he doesn’t have spirit vision?”

Lageum asked.

“Do Migung Eonseo not have spirit vision?”

“In the first place, it’s rare for a spirit beast to have spirit vision.”

“Really?”

Lageum looked down at Seoran.

Her stature was much smaller than Lageum’s, and it seemed the average height of Migung Eonseo was about the same as Seoran’s.

She wondered if the difference in attitude was due to height.

When Jiamseo returned, Lageum immediately asked.

“Jiamseo, can you sense spiritual energy?”

Jiamseo, now visibly shrinking, replied.

“Um, no, I can’t…”

Lageum, still curious, sat down on a nearby chair.

Jiamseo’s expression relaxed noticeably.

It seemed he really was scared because she was taller than him.

Lageum suggested.

“Unni, try transforming into a bear for a moment.”

“Okay.”

Seoran did a quick somersault.

Suddenly, a large gray bear appeared, tall enough for its head to touch the laboratory ceiling.

Jiamseo’s composure shattered instantly.

“He-Heeek…”

With a gasp, Jiamseo fainted.

After he regained consciousness, Seoran, Lageum, and Jiamseo had an honest conversation.

Seoran asked.

“So, you acted all high and mighty because your seniors told you to?”

“Yes… They said that since the Mining Headquarters is the greatest organization in the underground world, I shouldn’t let myself be looked down upon anywhere…”

Surprisingly, Jiamseo turned out to be a timid Migung Eonseo.

The ‘overbearing researcher’ persona he had shown to Seoran and Lageum up until now was all just an act.

The occasional polite speech slipped out because he was so scared of Lageum that he couldn’t help himself.

Seoran suddenly felt a surge of kinship.

Though she had changed now, Seoran used to be quite introverted herself.

It felt like meeting someone from her hometown in a foreign land—familiar and comforting.

It was like looking at a past version of herself.

There wasn’t much evidence to support this feeling, but that’s how it felt.

Perhaps it was due to her intuition.

Seoran put her arm around Jiamseo’s shoulder and asked.

“Do you sometimes worry so much about saying the wrong thing that you end up not saying anything at all?”

“H-How did you know?!”

“And then, when you do speak up hastily, you spend all night regretting it later?”

“That’s exactly what happens to me!”

“Do you sometimes want to be honest, but worry that others will think poorly of you if they see your vulnerable side?”

“Gasp!”

“So, you shield your heart with a cold demeanor like armor, but sometimes find yourself shedding tears from a sudden wave of loneliness?”

“It’s like you’ve been inside my head!”

“Do you dream of someday meeting someone who will love you, imagining a happy future filled with warmth?”

“Yes, yes, yes, yes!”

“But then you wake up and logically think that such luck could never happen to you, leaving you feeling hopeless?”

“Y-Yes! That’s exactly it!”

Seoran gently reassured him.

“It’s okay, Jiamseo… I’m here now. I’ll make sure you find love. Let’s work hard together.”


Jiamseo looked at Seoran with teary eyes, full of gratitude.

“Why… Why did you come so late…”

The human and the mole spirit embraced each other.

Lageum couldn’t make sense of the situation.
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Seoran and Lageum headed to the trading headquarters first. They were there to order materials for making dolls.

Once the paperwork was completed, it was almost time to clock out.

Jiamseo, having finished his work, joined them.

He then guided Seoran and Lageum to his home.

It seemed his commute was short, as they arrived quickly. Back in the comfort of his home, Jiamseo removed his mask.

This meant his face returned to its usual, slightly vacant expression.

Seoran asked.

“How do you pull off that expression?”

“Huh? Oh, this?”

Jiamseo put on his ‘overbearing researcher’ face again. It was as if he could switch between two faces at will. It was fascinating no matter how many times she saw it.

Seoran was too curious.

“Yeah, that one. Do you have a secret?”

Jiamseo replied.

“You just have to imagine your nose itching.”

Seoran immediately scrunched up her nose.

“Lageum, how do I look? Do I seem like a different person?”

“Yeah, it’s pretty convincing. But I’m hungry. Shall we eat dinner?”

The group enjoyed dinner together in harmony.

The menu was similar to what one might find on the surface, as most of the food came from above ground.

While eating lamb chops, Seoran asked.

“But why were you like that when we first met? I mean, Lageum and I are humans. We’re different species, so why be jealous?”

Jiamseo stammered.

“Well, Totoseo is really popular… I was worried, just in case…”

Totoseo had been popular since their school days.

He had it all—looks, intelligence, health, and personality.

If anyone deserved to pay five times more in taxes, it was him.

As they chatted warmly, the meal came to an end.

Jiamseo’s cooking was excellent.

A mole that can cook well? That’s +5 points for charm.

For dessert, they had ice cream and cold drinks.

Seoran hesitated for a moment.

Ice cream and iced tea together?

Does that combination even work?

These Migung Eonseo sure love their ice.

In the already cool underground world, if they weren’t cultivators, they would probably end up with stomach aches.

But since he made it himself, that’s another +2 points for charm.

All in all, it was a smooth start.

Of course, the real test was yet to come.

Seoran set down her half-eaten ice cream.

“Jiamseo, do you exercise often?”

Seoran asked Jiamseo a question, but it was Lageum who answered.

“Suddenly?”

“Shh!”

Seoran gently pressed her index finger to her sister’s lips, then spoke in a strict tone, like a stern interviewer.

“This is a question to assess your charm level and potential for romantic success. Anyway, how often do you exercise?”

Jiamseo thought for a moment before replying.

“I usually exercise every other day.”

“What kind of exercise, and for what purpose?”

“Uh, lately I’ve been learning to swim… The purpose, the purpose is… to improve my health and to be prepared for emergencies?”

“Excellent. Very excellent, Jiamseo.”

A mole that exercises? That’s +10 points for charm.

Crisis preparedness? Another +10 points for charm.

Seoran moved on to the next question.

“Do you do anything else for self-care?”

“I regulate my diet for health, and I regularly groom my fur. Oh, and recently, I’ve been attending night classes to earn a new degree.”

“And what about your diet?”

“I make sure it’s balanced nutritionally, and I eat just enough to maintain my current weight.”

A balanced diet? That’s +7 points for charm.

Regular fur grooming? Even though she didn’t know what it entailed, +1 point for charm.

Continuous education? +5 points for charm.

Total score? 40 points.

Overall assessment: Consistently striving for improvement.

Seoran declared with determination.

“Jiamseo, you’re perfectly prepared.”

“Really?!”

“Yes!”

Of course, there were still many factors to consider.

For example, appearance could be a competitive factor.

But in Seoran’s view, such questions were pointless.

She wasn’t about to tell him to give up just because of his looks.

After all, appearance is largely influenced by genetics.

The likelihood that Jiamseo had already maximized his natural charm through consistent self-care was high.

She didn’t know Totoseo’s preferences, but from now on, all they could do was pray.

Other factors were similarly out of their control.

Suddenly, Seoran sprang to her feet and shouted.

“Let’s go, it’s time to confess!”

Lageum quickly jumped up and tried to stop her.

“That’s not right!”

“My intuition is screaming at me! This is definitely going to work!”


“You’re saying you have no basis for that at all!”

“Lageum , can you not see it? The fierce life of self-discipline! The relentless effort to become someone worthy of love! The blood and sweat that Jiamseo has shed!”

“But there’s a process! The most important thing about a confession is mutual understanding! Like diplomacy, you need to subtly express your intentions first and give them time to prepare!”

“Only those with courage can—!”

Lageum resorted to her last measure. She shoved the ice from her glass into Seoran’s mouth.

That bought her a bit of time.

Lageum turned to Jiamseo.

“Jiamseo, a confession isn’t the way to go right now. For now, just show your true self.”

Jiamseo looked noticeably flustered.

“My true self?”

“Yes, your true self. Not that weird act your senior colleagues made you do, but the real Jiamseo.”

“But… I’ve been acting for so long… Without the mask, I can barely speak in front of Totoseo. I keep thinking, what if he dislikes me…”

Seoran, having finally swallowed the ice, spoke.

“What’s wrong with you?”

Jiamseo mumbled.

“You two don’t get it. The fake version of me, created through acting, is way better than the real me. He speaks at the right time, doesn’t hesitate… and is brave. If I were like that, maybe even my mom and dad…”

Jiamseo hung his head low.

He stared at the glass full of melted ice.

His eyes trembled.

Seoran gently asked.

“Did something happen in the past?”

Jiamseo looked up at Seoran, his lips quivering, but then he lowered his head again.

It seemed he wanted to talk but was too hesitant.

Seoran intuitively sensed this.

She comforted him softly.

“It’s okay, Jiamseo. Take your time to think about whether you want to talk or not. I’ll wait as long as it takes. And if you decide you don’t want to say anything, that’s fine too. No one will judge you.”

A long silence followed.

By the time all the ice in the glass had melted, Lageum, who usually went to bed early, was nodding off.

Finally, Jiamseo began to speak.

His parents had divorced.

They had gathered the children and asked them.

“Do you like Dad more? Or Mom more?”

“If you like Dad more, you’ll go with him.”

“If you like Mom more, you’ll go with her.”

Jiamseo’s siblings quickly made their choices, splitting the family apart.

Jiamseo was the last to decide, but she couldn’t bring herself to choose.

She trembled, her head hanging low, staring at the empty glass in front of her.

Her parents, growing impatient, began to coax her, using sweet promises, slander against each other, and even yelling.

But timid Jiamseo couldn’t bring herself to say, “Can’t we just get along again?”

Frustrated, her parents left, taking only the children who had chosen them.

Jiamseo was left behind, staring at the ice in her glass.

From that moment, she began to despise her own lack of courage.

After hearing her story, Seoran spoke softly.

“So that’s what happened…”

Once Jiamseo started talking, she couldn’t stop.

“After my parents divorced, I stayed in an orphanage. Of course, I was lonely there too. I didn’t have any friends. Even when I started school, I spent all my time studying alone until graduation…”

“Is that why you said what you did earlier? That the fake version of you is better than the real you?”

“Yes, exactly. At least with the mask on, I become brave. I speak up at the right time, I don’t hesitate… It’s much better than the real me. Even now, look at me—I’m taking forever to talk about something that happened so long ago…”

Seoran tried to comfort Jiamseo.

“But you do have a friend, Totoseo.”

“My first real conversation with Totoseo was on graduation day.”

“Graduation day?”

Jiamseo nodded.

“Yes, I was crying in a corner of the school that day. I was upset because I hadn’t made a single friend during my school years. Then Totoseo passed by.”

Seoran asked.

“And then?”

“He asked why I was crying, if something was wrong. When I couldn’t speak and just kept crying, he took me to a nearby shop and bought me a drink.”

Seoran listened intently to Jiamseo’s voice.

Although she wasn’t entirely sure, given their different species, it seemed that Jiamseo’s tone brightened a little when she talked about Totoseo.

So, Seoran continued to ask related questions.

“Is that how you became close to Totoseo? Did you start liking him after that?”

“No, I think I liked him from that moment. Something else might have happened too, but it’s been so long that I can’t remember clearly.”

“Try to think hard. If it was something memorable, I’m sure it will come to you.”

Jiamseo continued, stumbling over her words.

“I think we sat by the window. We each ordered a cold drink… I probably had a fruit juice, and Totoseo… he had milk with honey, right?”

“Yeah, fruit juice and honeyed milk. And then?”

Jiamseo began to think hard.

“He asked me the same questions again—why was I crying, what was wrong. Oh, and he said he’d give me advice if I wanted.”

Seoran’s eyes lit up.

“Did he heal your emotional wounds with his advice? Is that when you fell in love?”

“No, I’m not sure, but… I don’t think the advice helped much. After thinking for a while, I told him I was crying because it was sad to have gone through school without making a single friend. After that, we left the shop.”

“What? Why?”

“The shop was closing for the night, so I just went back to the orphanage. But Totoseo did say we should stay friends from then on, and that’s how we got to where we are now.”

“Then what part of that made you fall for him?”

“Uh, good question…”

Jiamseo fell deep into thought.

Why did she like Totoseo?

Was it the cold drink? The advice she never really received?

The kindness he showed when she was crying?

Jiamseo’s mind raced.

The tears shed alone after graduation, the cold drink filled with ice, Totoseo’s offer to help, and the shop closing hours that had come so quickly.

Graduation, cold drink, advice, closing time…

Tears, ice, Totoseo, closing time.

That’s it—closing time.

Jiamseo realized something.

She had been hesitant to accept Totoseo’s offer to help.

Revealing her inner vulnerability to someone else was terrifying.

Back then, she had trembled with fear.

Her head hung low, hands clutching the glass filled with ice.

Just like the day she had been abandoned by her parents and left all alone.

At that moment, she was hesitating again.

From the time the ice melted in the glass to the moment when all the shops were closing, she had taken so long just to share that short story of why she had been crying alone.

That was why she had fallen in love with Totoseo.

Despite the shop owner’s hints, Totoseo had waited with her, ordering more drinks just to stay longer.

On a thrilling graduation day, he waited until nightfall for a girl he had just met.

Even Jiamseo’s parents hadn’t waited that long for her.

After much fear and hesitation, Jiamseo finally lifted her head.

She saw the melted ice water in the glass, the table full of empty drink cups, and the kind eyes filled with patience.

Totoseo was still waiting for her.

It was in that moment that Jiamseo’s unrequited love had truly begun.

Suddenly, Jiamseo jumped up from her seat.

The chair tumbled over, and the table shook.

Lageum , who had been dozing off, woke up with a start, and the drink cups on the table tipped over.

With her fist thrust high into the air, Jiamseo shouted.

“I’ve found my courage!”

Even Seoran couldn’t quite keep up with the sudden change in events.

“What, what did you say?”

“That’s it! I may be hesitant, unsure, and lacking in courage, but Totoseo waited for me anyway! The ice, the closing time—no, whatever! I’ve found my courage!”

Seoran, not entirely sure what was happening, decided to go along with it.

“Let’s go, Jiamseo! The brave win in love! Capture Totoseo’s heart! You’ve been working hard to become a better person than you were yesterday!”

“But I’m a mole spirit beast?”

“You’ve been striving to become a better Migung Eonseo! Think of all the time you’ve spent honing yourself!”

“Yes, like iron that becomes stronger the more it’s hammered!”

“Like a bright, shining star of hope!”

In the end, the neighbors complained about the noise.

Feeling deflated, Jiamseo said.

“Maybe we should clean up first?”

“Let’s do that. Ageum, go back to sleep.”

Jiamseo righted the overturned chair and cups.

She wiped the table, now soaked with water from the melted ice.

The water was cold, as if reminding her of something.

Jiamseo suddenly muttered.

“Ice…”

Then she looked at Seoran, who was taking care of her sleepy sister.

The counseling, the concerned expression, that kindness.

For a moment, Jiamseo just stood there, staring at Seoran.

**********

On the way back to Ojukmun, Lageum asked.

“Unni, what did you do while I was asleep last night?”

“I gave a professional counseling session.”

“Can a person really change that much from just one counseling session?”

Seoran corrected the mistake.


“Not a person, a Migung Eonseo.”

“Whatever, does that even make sense?”

“It just means my counseling was that good.”

Seoran puffed up with pride.





 
  
    Chapter 95: Hatching


Seoran and Lageum visited the underground world to procure materials for dolls, only to find themselves unexpectedly becoming mole spirit love counselors.

The two returned safely to Ojukmun, but Seokyeonhwa was not so fortunate.

The artifact craftsman inspecting the artifact asked.

“What happened for it to be damaged?”

Seoran replied.

“It was struck by celestial lightning.”

The craftsman, puzzled, remarked.

“Still, that’s strange. Seokyeonhwa is an artifact carved from a boulder that was struck by lightning. It’s not just about its performance; its resistance to thunderous energy is unparalleled. Even if it was hit by celestial lightning…”

“It was struck quite a lot.”

“Hmm…”

At this moment, the craftsman was half-convinced. He couldn’t remember exactly, but he was sure something had been done to it.

After all, anyone who broke an artifact was usually guilty of either performing forbidden actions or neglecting necessary maintenance—or both.

In Seoran’s case, it was both.

First, she submerged the flying artifact in both fresh and saltwater.

You wouldn’t do this to a car, let alone an aircraft.

It would become a waterlogged wreck.

But the Grade B artifact Seokyeonhwa endured.

Later, she plunged it into the deep sea.

Even ships designed for ocean travel would be considered wrecks after diving to such depths.

Yet, Seokyeonhwa functioned perfectly after the tour of the Dragon King’s palace.

If the creator had been alive, he would have felt immense pride.

He would have boasted about how he built such a sturdy artifact.

Finally, Seokyeonhwa reached the end of its life as an artifact. The poor thing had been struck by lightning because it had the misfortune of belonging to a negligent owner. Thus ended the tumultuous journey of Seokyeonhwa.

Reality had exceeded the artifact craftsman’s wildest imagination. The most he could consider was poor maintenance. That was the limit of his understanding as an artifact repairman.

The craftsman concluded.

“It seems that repairing it will be difficult. The exterior is intact, but the interior is a complete mess. And for some reason, even the artifact’s core is crushed. If the core had been intact, I could have repaired it quickly… It’s a real shame.”

Of course, the one who crushed the core was also Seoran. She had tried to repair it herself, but it didn’t go as planned. She learned that the Red Earth War Technique wasn’t a cure-all.

Seoran replied.

“If it can’t be fixed, then so be it.”

In the end, Seokyeonhwa was placed inside a keepsake box.

Even though most of its functions were unresponsive, the shrinking function was still intact, which was a relief.

After closing the box, Seoran turned away without any lingering regrets.

It was perfect timing; Seoran had been planning to create a new doll, and now she had the opportunity.

If there was no flying artifact, she could simply ride a doll. For a genius doll maker like her, it was an easy task.

This time, the theme for the doll she was going to create was ‘Bird.’

***************

Before starting the doll-making process, something important was needed.

A consultation committee.

Sharing opinions was crucial.

Ideas that might not come to mind alone could become possible when brainstorming with others. Plus, making a doll while chatting with friends would ensure that there was no time for boredom.

Seoran mentally reviewed her list of friends.

Lageum : Busy working after using up all her vacation time.

Ho Hyemun: Still a long way off from starting summer break.

Geum Yeongyeong: No idea where she is or what she’s doing.

In an instant, her human friends were ruled out.

An extremely limited social circle.

But it was fine because she had friends from different species as well.

Totoseo: In the underground world.

Jiamseo: Also in the underground world.

Godeun Julgi: In the Great Forest of the Eastern Continent.

Damcheong: Most likely taking a break.

Seoran immediately headed to the central pond.

“Damcheong-nim, would you like to make a doll with me?!”

There was no response.

Seoran looked into the pond.

Only the plump carp, fattened by Damcheong’s frequent feedings, were swimming around.

Just then, a maid passed by, so Seoran asked.

“Do you happen to know where Damcheong-nim went?”

The maid politely replied.

“Oh, the Dragon Lady? She went to the Grand Martial Arena.”

“The Grand Martial Arena? Why would she go there all of a sudden?”

“She went to play ball with the children.”

Seoran couldn’t understand it at all.

Why would a dragon suddenly want to play ball?

And with kids, no less?

Instead of playing with the carp as usual?

Her curiosity was too strong to ignore, so she had to go see for herself.

Seoran immediately set off for the Grand Martial Arena.

Even though the Grade B artifact Seokyeonhwa was no longer around, it didn’t matter.

She had strong legs to carry her.

Seoran sprinted like a gust of wind.

She surrounded herself with an aerodynamic barrier to minimize air resistance.

It was practically like using the art of teleportation.

She arrived at her destination in no time.

From beyond the wall of the Grand Martial Arena, Seoran could hear the voices of children.

She quietly peeked over the wall.

The sight of kids around ten years old running around greeted her eyes. They had set up makeshift goals using two large bug-catching nets. A colorful paper ball flew through the air repeatedly.

Among them was a girl with little antlers sticking out of her head.

Damcheong was indeed playing ball.


“Dragon Lady!”

One of the kids passed the ball to Damcheong.

With a smooth chest trap and some fancy dribbling, Damcheong quickly aimed for the goal.

The colorful paper ball soared into the net of the bug-catching net, which was positioned higher than an average adult’s head.

It was like kicking a soccer ball into a basketball hoop.

For a children’s game, it looked quite challenging.

Perhaps because they were the children of cultivators, their athletic skills were impressive.

Watching the cheering kids, Seoran felt deeply moved.

Damcheong, the Damcheong, was running of her own accord.

In the past, she had been so clumsy at walking that someone had to hold her hand just so she could move.

And now, she was playing ball like a pro.

Seoran murmured in awe.

“Damcheong-nim… you’ve grown…”

Earlier, she had even seen some intense physical play.

There was no way a dragon would lose to a kid, so even while busy playing, Damcheong must have been carefully controlling her strength.

It was hard to believe this was the same Damcheong who once got her antlers stuck in a crevice.

As Seoran felt a surge of pride, another pass came flying toward Damcheong.

“Dragon Lady!”

“Leave it to me!”

Damcheong leaped to make a header.

Her antlers went right through the paper ball.

The atmosphere suddenly became tense.

Seoran reconsidered her earlier assessment of Damcheong.

Thankfully, one of the children quickly shouted.

“Don’t worry, Dragon Lady! We have another ball!”

Laughter and joy returned to the Grand Martial Arena.

Seoran quietly left the scene.

She couldn’t bring herself to disturb Damcheong when she was having so much fun.

But she couldn’t deny a slight feeling of emptiness in her heart.

Seoran looked up at the sky and silently mused.

Is there no one who will join me in the art of doll-making?

As she lowered her gaze, her eyes met those of a young girl.

There was something familiar about her face.

The girl recognized Seoran first.

“Gasp, Sister Ryu!”

Hearing her voice, Seoran remembered.

“Aren’t you the aspiring doll maker I met at the academy?”

The eleven-year-old aspiring doll maker, Jang Sunhwa, answered with excitement.

“Yes, that’s right! I didn’t get to tell you last time, but my name is Jang Sunhwa! Oh, and… I’ve been reading the book you gave me! I still don’t really understand love, though… And also… Oh, I’ve been told I have a spiritual root!”

“What?!”

Seoran immediately activated her spiritual sight.

For beginners, a pulse check was essential to examine spiritual roots.

But at Seoran’s level, just looking was enough.

“You have a primary spiritual root!”

Jang Sunhwa excitedly confirmed.

“Yes, it’s a wood spiritual root! But can someone with a wood spiritual root practice doll-making? I didn’t see it mentioned in the beginner’s guide.”

Seoran asked as calmly as she could manage.

“Would you, by any chance, like to come with me and make a doll together?”

Jang Sunhwa beamed with a wide smile.

“Yes, I’d love to!”

It was a fateful meeting.

**********************

Jang Sunhwa first headed to the Grand Martial Arena.

She called out loudly for her younger sibling.

Among her siblings—two sons, four daughters, and another son—the second daughter answered.

“Unni, why did you call me?”

“Here, your lunchbox.”

Her sister asked.

“There’s no eggplant in it, right?”

Of course, there was.

“Don’t be picky, just eat it!”

Jang Sunhwa lightly smacked her sister on the head and then left.

She was off to a magical place—Seoran’s doll workshop.

Seoran carried Jang Sunhwa on her back as they headed home.

For Jang Sunhwa, it felt like she was flying.

In fact, depending on how you looked at it, she really was flying.

Seoran ran straight towards their destination.

Whenever they encountered a cliff, Seoran would leap powerfully.

The two of them soared through the sky like a pair of soaring hawks.

Then, as they had no wings, they plummeted downward at incredible speed.

The ground rushed up to meet them at a terrifying rate.

But Seoran had everything planned out.

As her spiritual power surged, the earth responded.

The ground softened, cushioning their fall.

Jang Sunhwa didn’t feel a single jolt from the impact.

Even though the fall had slowed their momentum, it wasn’t a problem.

This time, the earth propelled them upward with all its might.

With a single leap, they soared over a mountain peak.

Jang Sunhwa screamed in exhilaration.

“This is so much fun!”

The pure, joyful laughter of a child filled the air.

The faster Seoran went, the louder Jang Sunhwa laughed.

The barrier around them resonated with the sound of her laughter.

Finally, the two arrived at the estate.

Seoran asked a maid to contact Jang Sunhwa’s family.

They couldn’t have them worrying about their suddenly missing daughter.

At last, the door to the doll workshop swung open.

Inside, piles of minerals were stacked high.

All the materials ordered from the underground world for making dolls.

The hefty delivery fee had ensured they arrived in no time.


Jang Sunhwa looked around with a dreamy expression.

“It feels like a dream…”

Seoran felt much the same.

“Yeah, me too.”

The door to the doll workshop closed firmly behind them.
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Jang Sunhwa looked around the workshop with curious eyes.

It was filled with rare minerals that she had never seen before.

Piles of materials like purple quartz that glowed on their own and black metals with shimmering surfaces were stacked high.

Jang Sunhwa asked, “Monk Ryu, are all these materials for making dolls?”

Seoran replied, “Yes, they are. Aren’t they fascinating?”

“Yes, they really are!”

“Shall we start making a doll right away?”

“Wow!”

The two of them walked over to the nearby workbench. Seoran unfolded a large piece of paper to draw the blueprint. She then handed a thin piece of charcoal to Jang Sunhwa, who looked at it with curiosity.

Seoran said to her, “It will take some time to complete the blueprint. You might get bored waiting, so why don’t you doodle a bit?”

“Okay!”

Jang Sunhwa immediately began to fill the blank paper with drawings.

She drew her mom, dad, siblings, and their pet rabbit. She also added lots of small, cute animals in the empty spaces.

Seoran watched Jang Sunhwa’s drawings intently.

It seemed that Sunhwa had a preference for cute, furry creatures.

Meanwhile, Seoran’s blueprint currently featured a “gargoyle doll with eight eyes.”

A gargoyle with eight eyes.

It had almost no blind spots and was equipped with arms.

At long range, it would fire destructive beams, and in close combat, it would fight with a weapon in hand.

Naturally, it had no fur, and it wasn’t cute at all.

It might be too intense for an eleven-year-old girl.

It could even end up traumatizing her.

Reluctantly, Seoran decided to change her plans.

She discarded the half-finished blueprint for the “gargoyle doll with eight eyes.”

Instead, she started thinking about what kind of bird would be cute.

A bird with fluffy feathers and a round body. One that combined a cute appearance with a fierce nature. Ideally, it should have large eyes for its size.

Suddenly, she thought of the perfect bird.

An owl.

Seoran immediately began working on the prototype.

****************

Seoran and Jang Sunhwa looked up at the owl doll.

The doll stood just under 5 cheok (about 150 cm) tall. It was quite large for a bird of prey.

Jang Sunhwa asked, “It was finished faster than I expected.”

Seoran replied, “That’s because it’s small and has a simple structure. It also didn’t require developing any new features, so it was completed quickly.”

“What features does it have?”

“Hmm, first of all, it has a self-charging function. Then there’s the target distribution feature, spiritual power-sharing function, and a hive network connection. The rest aren’t particularly special. Oh, and it also has a spell activation feature.”

“Incredible! So many functions in a single doll! You’re amazing, Monk Ryu!”

Feeling pleased with the child’s praise, Seoran declared,

“From today, you can call me ‘Teacher!'”

“Really!?”

“Yes!”

Jang Sunhwa shouted loudly,

“Thank you, Teacher!”

“Ahem, ahem!”

Seoran barely suppressed a grin that was threatening to spread across her face.

She couldn’t allow herself to be swayed so easily.

She wanted to maintain the image of a dignified teacher.

Of course, that didn’t last long.

Seoran quickly completed five owl dolls in a row.

Then, looking to take a short break, she glanced around.

Noticing this, the quick-witted Jang Sunhwa swiftly brought over a chair.

“Teacher, please sit here!”

“Thank you.”

Feeling a bit peckish, Seoran was also presented with snacks.

“Teacher, please have some sweets and tea!”

“Mm, delicious. But where did you get these?”

“I got them from the kitchen!”

This scenario repeated itself several times.

Jang Sunhwa had five younger siblings.

She also cared for many pet rabbits who couldn’t speak.

In the realm of caretaking, she was practically a professional.

Seoran quickly succumbed.

“Oh, ohhh…”

As Jang Sunhwa massaged Seoran’s shoulders, she asked, “Does that feel good?”

“It’s the best…”

Soft-spoken words and eyes filled with kindness.

This was every father’s ideal child.

Jang Sunhwa was a daughter-making machine for doting parents.

Seoran became the second monumental doting parent, following the first, Jang Ok-gi, Sunhwa’s father.

The two enjoyed a happy time together until Damcheong, their companion, returned home after playing with a ball.

****************

Seoran seemed out of sorts that evening.

She picked at her food, barely eating.

She even left behind her meat dishes, which was unusual.

While feeding carp at the pond, Damcheong noticed and asked, “Seoran, why are you so low on energy?”

“I miss Sunhwa so much…”

“Oh, so that girl’s name was Sunhwa.”

Jang Sunhwa had left a while ago, hand in hand with a maid.

She wouldn’t be visiting again for another five days, as she said she was too busy with her training.


Damcheong, sensing Seoran’s mood, resorted to a magical tactic.

“Now that I think about it, I noticed you made a new doll. If it’s alright with you, could you explain it to me?”

Seoran’s face lit up as she responded.

“Are you curious?”

“Yes, I’m really curious.”

“Then I’ll tell you all about it!”

Seoran attempted to whistle, but only managed to get her fingers covered in saliva without producing a sound.

So, she simply sent out a summoning signal.

The owl dolls lined up in front of the workshop awoke.

They spread their wings wide and soared into the sky.

They flew using propulsion systems and controlled their posture with wing movements.

The owl dolls quickly reached their destination.

With a gust of wind, the ten owls landed.

Each was a 5-cheok tall bird of prey.

Damcheong asked, “What are they called?”

“They’re the Ja-an-hyo Legion.”

Ja-an-hyo, meaning “purple-eyed owl.”

Their eyes were crafted from whole pieces of purple quartz.

Of course, their eyes were currently closed, so the effect wasn’t visible.

“They all seem to be smiling.”

“That wasn’t intentional. It seems that when owls close their eyes, they naturally look like they’re smiling.”

“And how do they open their eyes?”

“They open them automatically when they enter combat mode.”

Seoran sent another signal.

The Ja-an-hyo Legion opened their eyes in unison.

In the surrounding darkness, only the glowing round eyes were vividly visible.

It was a sight that could give someone a heart attack if encountered at night.

Damcheong clapped his hands in delight.

“They’re so cute, really cute! What do they do to make their eyes shine like that? I can’t figure it out no matter how much I look!”

Seoran, feeling a bit proud, explained.

“You might not know, but it’s a rare mineral called purple quartz. It stabilizes the state of spiritual power passing through it, which allowed me to strengthen the weaknesses of the destructive beam.”

“There was a weakness in the destructive beam? That’s surprising.”

Damcheong was slightly puzzled.

The destructive beam Seoran had developed, known as the Inaudible Invisible Ray, was exceptionally powerful for a non-elemental spell.

The destructive beam was an attack that disintegrated its target upon impact, leaving no chance for the unsuspecting victim to react.

If there was a downside, it was the complicated activation conditions.

It required an immense amount of spiritual power from a forbidden source larger than a dragon pearl.

It demanded the ability to control thousands of clones simultaneously with a high level of mental partitioning.

And finally, it needed a divine sense of spiritual power control, something granted only by the heavens.

Meeting even one of these difficult conditions was a challenge, but achieving all three was nearly impossible.

Even Damcheong, an ancient spiritual being who had lived for over a thousand years, could only barely meet the requirement for spiritual power.

As a result, while he could fire the destructive beam, its charging speed was slow, and its accuracy was poor.

Such spells were often referred to as “custom spells.”

Damcheong, curious, asked, “Wait, has the activation of the destructive beam become easier?”

“No, the range has increased,” Seoran replied.

“I see…” 

Damcheong nodded, trying to process the information.

Seoran, excited, began to explain further, discussing the structural stability and atmospheric scattering—essentially praising the merits of purple quartz.

Damcheong nodded along, somewhat absentmindedly.

“Hmm, I see. Truly a remarkable discovery.”

“Exactly! Now, it’s possible to snipe targets with the destructive beam. An overwhelming attack launched from beyond the enemy’s perception range—it’s unbeatable.”

“Oh… Are there any other features?”

Damcheong’s lukewarm response dampened Seoran’s enthusiasm a bit, so she added somewhat hesitantly, “Well, there’s also a flight function and a choir function.”

“A choir function? That sounds interesting. Let’s hear it.”

“Uh, okay…”

Seoran sent a signal, and the ten Ja-an-hyo owls began to chirp in harmony, adjusting their pitch to create a melodic sound.

They sang a simple folk song from the Liang Kingdom, creating a unique summer night’s concert under the baton of Maestro Ryu Seoran.

*********************

Two days later, Lageum  visited Seoran’s residence.

Without realizing it, she muttered, “What’s going on now?”

Human-sized owl dolls were lined up endlessly along the mansion’s walls, all with cute, smiling faces.

It was clear these were newly made dolls.

As she opened the gate and stepped inside, the sight remained the same. The courtyard was filled with so many owl dolls that there was barely any room to walk.

Lageum  carefully navigated around the obstacles, only to notice something strange.

All the owl dolls were staring at her.

When she moved slightly to the side, their gaze followed.

One of the dolls even had its head turned halfway around.

Despite her usual bravery, Lageum , feeling a bit unnerved, shouted,

“Sister, I’m here! Sister! Please come out quickly!”

Seoran, who had been in the workshop, heard the commotion and came out.

“Lageum, what’s wrong?”

Lageum pointed to the Ja-an-hyo Legion and said, “Their heads… the owls’ heads are all turned towards me…”

“The dolls’ eyes are fixed on you?” Seoran asked, unfazed.

“Yes! That’s exactly what I mean!”

Seoran shrugged nonchalantly.

“It’s because you stepped on the flower bed. It’s just a warning; there’s no danger.”

Lageum finally looked down at her feet.

Sure enough, a few flowers had been crushed.


As soon as she stepped out of the flower bed, the owls’ gazes returned to normal.

Having narrowly avoided a fright, Lageum  asked,

 “Why did you even include a feature like that?”

“Uh… just because?” 

Seoran replied, as if it was the most natural thing in the world.
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Lageum calmed her startled heart.

Then, she observed Seoran’s new creation, Ja’an-hyo.

Except for the part where its neck could turn halfway around, it was an ordinarily cute owl.

She couldn’t help but admire it.

“Sister, you made these really well.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, it looks like a real owl, so it’s cute.”

“Do you think the kids will like it? Will they want to learn puppetry after seeing it? What do you think, Lageum?”

“I’m not sure about puppetry, but I think the kids will like it. If only you could do something about the neck turning…”

“Didn’t you just say it was cute?”

“A kitten stops being cute if its neck can turn like that. But by the way, isn’t there a lot of them? How many did you make?”

Seoran thought for a moment before answering.

“About three hundred, I guess?”

Lageum was startled and asked, 

“Three hundred? How many do you make in a day?”

“Today, around two hundred? The more I make the same form, the faster I get.”

“Don’t you sleep?”

“Why would a practitioner of Wonyounggi need sleep?”

“You don’t sleep?”

“No, I don’t.”

Lageum reflected on their travels together.

Come to think of it, she had never seen Seoran asleep.

She had always thought Seoran was just a diligent person, going to bed later and waking up earlier than herself.

She never imagined she didn’t sleep at all.

“Then what did you do at night while we were traveling?”

“I practiced or wrote books.”

“You’re always so diligent, Sister.”

Lageum’s gaze softened even more.

Though Seoran was sometimes strange, she was just as she had been in their childhood.

Her respect for her sister grew even deeper.

At that moment, Damcheong appeared, having overheard their conversation.

“Oh, Lageum, you’re here. Did you bring the medicine?”

“Hello, Lady Dragon. I’m here for a visit today.”

The task of giving Seoran her medicine had been reassigned some time ago.

It was clearly a waste for someone as talented in alchemy as Lageum to be just delivering medicinal decoctions.

Now, the animal friends handle the deliveries instead.

After greeting each other, Lageum noticed something.

“Oh, Lady Dragon, you’re wearing an ornament today?”

Damcheong beamed and said, 

“Does it look good on me?”

“Yes, it really suits you.”

Only then did Seoran notice it as well. Something was tied to Damcheong’s antlers—a hair tie that the girls of Ojukmun often used. The indigo hair tie also matched well with Damcheong’s dragon face.

Lageum spoke up.

“Would you like me to tie it for you? I’m good at those kinds of things. I used to do it for my friends all the time when we were kids.”

“Oh, give it a try.”

Damcheong leaned her horns forward.

Lageum untied the hair tie first. Then, with practiced hands, she tied a knot. In no time, a complex chrysanthemum knot was completed.

Seoran was astonished.

“Wow, what’s this!”

Lageum confidently said,

“How does it look, Lady Dragon? Much prettier, right?”

“It really is! Do you know any other designs?”

Lageum  began counting on her fingers.

“Bamboo knot, bell knot, goat knot… As long as it’s not too difficult, I can do almost anything. Just let me know whenever.”

Seoran clapped her hands.

“Oh, wow!”

For the record, the only knot Seoran knew how to tie was a camping knot.

She had learned it from YouTube during the camping boom.

But with her busy schedule, filled with work and movies, she had never actually gone camping.

As Seoran was enthusiastically clapping, she suddenly thought of something and asked,

“Why have you never done it for me?”

“I asked you a long time ago, but you said no.”

“Did I?”

Indeed, she had said she didn’t like tying her hair. Yet, in dire situations, she made sure to always wear a hairpin, claiming she could use it as a weapon if necessary.

It was all because of the movies.

With Seoran silenced, Lageum turned to Damcheong and asked,

“Lady Dragon, did you buy that hair tie yourself?”

“A child I played ball with gave it to me as a gift.”

A shyly given indigo hair tie.

Somehow, it seemed to hint at a touch of affection.

Lageum, feigning calm, asked,

“Was it a boy who gave it to you?”

“It was a girl. It’s a hair tie, so of course.”

But that wasn’t the case.

Afterward, the three of them enjoyed tea together in harmony.

**********

The season turned to winter.

For several months, nothing out of the ordinary happened.

Life in the mountain valley was extremely monotonous, but that was the nature of a monk’s life.


Thanks to this, Seoran could focus on her training.

With no need for sleep anymore, she had plenty of time.

She kept herself busy with tasks like fulfilling her duties for the Eoin Sect, writing novels, meditating in the steam room, practicing martial arts, producing and improving her puppets, and even learning to play musical instruments.

One night, as she was playing a melancholic tune, Damcheong appeared.

“Do you have to play the instrument only at night?”

Seoran, a petite Leonardo da Vinci in her own right, asked,

“Can you hear it all the way to the mansion?”

“I can hear it clearly. Especially the voices of the Ja’an-hyos.”

“Ah!”

Seoran looked around.

The chorus of the Ja’an-hyo army, densely packed along the canyon, was in full swing.

She had thought the distance would be sufficient, but it wasn’t.

Seoran apologized.

“I’m sorry, Lady Damcheong.”

“It’s fine, just be mindful from now on.”

“Yes.”

With a wave of her hand, Seoran made the Ja’an-hyos close their eyes.

The canyon, once filled with their violet glowing eyes, was now enveloped in darkness.

It seemed that she would have to practice marching tunes during the day from now on.

As they were heading back together, Seoran asked,

“By the way, Lady Damcheong, do dragons need to sleep?”

“It’s not absolutely necessary for survival, but it’s better to sleep as much as possible.”

“Oh, why is that?”

Damcheong looked at the ornament tied to her horn and said,

“A dragon’s sleep is similar to a monk’s meditation. It’s a process of reflecting on a long life and understanding oneself. Although a dragon could technically avoid sleep forever, there’s no reason to do so.”

“So that’s why you sleep every day.”

“That’s right. I sleep even more during the cold season. But why do you ask?”

“I was wondering if it might be possible to sneak into a sleeping one-eyed dragon’s domain and ascend to heaven without being noticed.”

Damcheong thought for a moment and said,

“It’s an interesting idea, but I don’t think it would work. It’s been well over two thousand years since it settled at the center of the world. With that much malevolent energy, do you think it would be able to sleep soundly?”

“Probably not, right?”

“Exactly, it’s obvious without even seeing it.”

After returning to the mansion, Damcheong went back to sleep.

Suddenly finding herself with some free time, Seoran sat at her desk.

She decided to use the opportunity to write a letter to Geum Yeong-yeong.

She sent them regularly, but she wasn’t sure if they ever arrived.

By morning, the maids had come to work.

After eating the breakfast they prepared, she waited for someone.

Today was the day Jang Seonhwa was coming.

Jang Seonhwa had become Seoran’s assistant.

Although the term “assistant” was used, in reality, she was more like a disciple.

Usually, Seoran taught her things like clay crafts and sculpture, and she had high hopes for Jang Seonhwa.

She intended to shape her into an artist who could understand her own aesthetics.

There was still a long way to go, but they had plenty of time.

While Seoran was lingering near the gate, an unexpected guest arrived.

It was Ho Hyemun, who had some free time during the winter break.

Instead of riding a flying vehicle, she arrived on a strange mountain goat.

Ho Hyemun brushed the snow off her shoulders and greeted her.

“Seoran, have you been well?”

“Of course, I’ve been well.

But this mountain goat is new to me.”

“Oh, that one?

I accumulated a lot of merit points while teaching the students, so I received it as a reward.”

Seoran asked with a puzzled look,

“You chose a mountain goat instead of a flying vehicle?”

“I don’t really go outside the boundary much.

For wandering around the mountains, this one is more than enough.

As a mystical beast, it easily leaps over cliffs.

And it’s smarter than it looks.”

“I see.

Well, let’s go inside.

Isn’t it cold?”

“Yes, I feel like I’m freezing to death.”

Seoran immediately served warm tea.

After taking a sip, Ho Hyemun said,

“Phew, I feel alive again.

This winter has been particularly cold.”

“Everyone’s been saying that.”

As they continued their conversation, Jang Seonhwa arrived.

At first, Seoran thought she was a snowman because snow had piled up on her thick fur coat.

Worried, Seoran quickly ran over.

“Seonhwa, are you okay!?”

“Yes, I’m fine.”

Jang Seonhwa jumped in place to shake off the snow.

Then she took off her thick fur coat, revealing a few rabbits inside.

Seoran asked,

“What are these rabbits?”

“I brought them because I thought they might get cold.”

The rabbits seemed to be sharing their body heat to stay warm.

Jang Seonhwa exchanged greetings with her former teacher, Ho Hyemun.

A maid, who had brought more tea, took the rabbits and disappeared, seemingly to take them to where the mountain goat was.

As they laughed and chatted, Ho Hyemun brought up a topic.

“Have you heard the news?

“The joint leadership negotiated with the Yakmok faction and obtained the Wonyounggi technique.

“I can’t remember the name, but…”

“From what I’ve heard, its effects are extraordinary.”

“It must be a wood-attribute technique. What exactly does it do?”

“It governs the growth of plants.”

An old memory surfaced in Seoran’s mind.

The Yakmok faction was a prominent sect that ruled over the Ju Dynasty.

In the past, the sect had flourished when a Wonyounggi practitioner abandoned their training to cultivate a vast amount of spirit herbs.

Now, the sect hosted the international markets in the spiritual cultivation world.

Cultivating spirit herbs, promoting the growth of plants—it all made perfect sense.

“I really want to learn it quickly…”

Hearing Seoran’s murmuring, Ho Hyemun said,

“But it won’t be possible right away. First, you need to harmonize the two types of spiritual powers you already have.”

“You’re right. Honestly, it’ll probably take about ten more years.”

Ho Hyemun laughed and said,


“Even that’s incredibly fast.”

Seoran laughed along with her.

“True, if I have any conscience, I should at least take ten years!”

When Jang Seonhwa joined in the laughter, the atmosphere truly became warm and cheerful.
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One year after reaching the state of Origin Spirit, Seoran said this.

“Integrating Iyeonggeun is difficult. It seems like it will take about ten years.”

The joint leadership gathered closely together.

“Ten years? That’s a remarkably fast pace.”

“But how fast is ten years exactly?”

“Indeed, I’m curious about that.”

Everyone’s eyes turned in one direction.

It was toward Monk Ju, the statistics expert.

He was also responsible for future strategy planning.

Monk Ju cleared his throat and spoke.

“Statistically speaking, it takes about 180 years to integrate Iyeonggeun. To be precise, it’s between 178 and 179 years. Of course, there are individual differences. Some people resonate well with certain attributes, while others do not. But on average, it takes around 180 years.”

The joint leadership was unanimously impressed.

“Oh!”

“That’s amazing!”

“Truly a heaven-sent talent!”

Then, someone asked.

“Then what about the other stages?”

180 years to integrate Iyeonggeun.

So what about Samyeonggeun and Sayeonggeun?

It was a question that piqued everyone’s curiosity.

Once again, all eyes focused on Monk Ju.

“The Samyeonggeun stage isn’t much different from when you integrate Iyeonggeun. It also takes about 180 years. The more complex Sayeonggeun stage is said to take over 360 years. As for the Oyeonggeun stage, there are so few samples that there are no reliable statistics.”

“Is it possible to estimate?”

“Of course. If you calculate it simply, it takes a total of 720 years to integrate Sayeonggeun. Inductive reasoning suggests that the time required to reach the state of Hwasingi would be approximately 1,250 years. We can speculate that it would take around 530 years to integrate Oyeonggeun.”

“Oh!”

Encouraged by the positive reaction, Monk Ju became even more enthusiastic in his explanation.

“It’s somewhat complex, but we can also perform much more precise calculations. By applying the formula that calculates the average Yeonggi resonance difference and the mutual interference between Oyeonggeun and Sayeonggeun, the result comes out to be around 540 years. Regardless of the method used for calculation, the results are similar, so 540 years with a slight margin of error is considered the standard.”

Everyone applauded Monk Ju’s eloquent speech.

“As expected, the greatest statistics expert of Ojukmun!”

“A brilliant intellect who will shine in this era!”

“A true authority!”

Monk Ju basked in the cheers of the joint leadership.

It was as if he had lived his entire life for this moment of ecstasy.

It was a moment of self-fulfillment.

The questions kept coming.

“But why is it so rare for a Origin Spirit practitioner to reach the stage of integrating Samyeonggeun? If you combine the time for Iyeonggeun and Samyeonggeun, that’s 360 years. Shouldn’t most practitioners have reached Samyeonggeun by the time they’re around 700 years old?”

Monk Ju kindly responded.

“Finding Yeonggeun takes a significant amount of time. It’s practically impossible to find Seongwa, and Bigeong are also rare. Even if you find a Bigeong, that’s not the end of the process. It’s crucial that the Bigeong has the right attribute for you, and the timing has to be suitable as well.”

“Timing?”

“Yes. Do you remember the decision-making ritual that took place about twenty years ago? That was the period with the richest Earth Yeonggi in centuries. Even if you find a Bigeong, you still have to wait for the right timing.”

“So you’re saying I need to find a Bigeong that doesn’t have my attribute, and then wait for a period when the Yeonggi of that attribute becomes abundant? How often does that timing occur?”

Monk Ju nodded.

“Usually once every hundred to two hundred years.”

The joint leadership murmured among themselves.

“If you’re really lucky, it could take just a few years, but in the worst-case scenario, it could take two hundred years.”

“Timing and fortune play a significant role, don’t they?”

“I used to think it just took a long time, but now that I know the exact figures, it feels much more real.”

The detailed information about Wonyeonggi practice was something most of the leadership was hearing for the first time.

A monk, sensing something unusual, asked.

“But isn’t this classified information? Judging by the reactions here, it seems like most of us didn’t know about it.”

“Indeed, it seems we were unaware of much concerning Wonyeonggi.”

“Wait, more importantly, how did you find the Bigeong?”

“Now that you mention it, even the leadership didn’t know.”

Monk Ju replied.

“There was a secret organization within the leadership. They specialized in locating Bigeong and calculating the right times to acquire Yeonggeun. For security reasons, we always kept the organization small. Please understand that we selected members purely based on skill.”

“Why reveal this confidential information now?”

“Because the sect’s ascension is imminent. From now on, speed is more critical than secrecy. We must now disclose all classified information and unite the entire sect. We’ve already shared our information with the secret organization of the Geumjak Sect.”

Monk Ju glanced somewhere.

Then, someone stood up from among the crowd.

Judging by the situation, it seemed to be the leader of the Geumjak Sect’s secret organization.

The joint leadership couldn’t help but be amazed.

“Oh!”

Monk Ju, the leader of the Ojukmun secret organization, shouted.

“We have already completed a detailed plan to produce a Hwasingi practitioner! The next Yeonggeun that Master Ryu will acquire is Suyeonggeun! We’ve even discovered a Bigeong near the deep-sea headquarters of the Fishman Sect!”

A wave of cheers followed.

“Ohhh!”

“You’ve already found the Bigeong?”

Monk Ju’s voice grew even louder.

“According to our research, the next period when the world will be filled with Water Yeonggi is roughly twenty years from now! The margin of error is wide for now, but as the time approaches, we’ll be able to calculate more accurately!”

Another round of cheers erupted.

Monk Ju’s voice grew even louder.

“According to our research, the world will be filled with Water Yeonggi approximately twenty years from now! The margin of error is wide for now, but as we get closer, we’ll be able to calculate it more precisely!”

Another round of cheers erupted.

In the midst of the excitement, someone asked.

“But Master Ryu’s report stated that it would take around ten years to integrate Iyeonggeun. How do you explain that?”

Monk Ju responded.

“Human senses can’t always be trusted. According to our precise calculations, it will take around sixteen years. Why do you think Master Ryu used the vague phrase ‘about ten years’ in his report? It’s likely because he wasn’t entirely certain himself.”

Monk Ju’s eloquence was flawless.

Combined with the expertise he had demonstrated so far, his words carried immense credibility.


No one doubted Monk Ju’s claims.

Monk Ju raised his voice one final time.

“The decisive moment is approximately twenty years away! Let’s unite our strength to support Master Ryu in the creation of Suyeonggeun! If Ojukmun and Geumjak Sect work together, we will surely succeed! Together, we will all ascend to the Celestial Realm!”

The entire joint leadership was moved by the hopeful future.

“Long live the sect’s ascension!”

“Long live, long live!”

“Long, long live!”

The atmosphere was one of uncontrollable excitement, a frenzy, a pandemonium.

The joint leadership’s standing ovation continued for a long time.

That was two years ago.

*************

Two years later, in the winter, Seoran successfully integrated two different powers into perfect harmony.

For the record, even she hadn’t expected it to happen this way.

She had merely stumbled upon her destination without realizing it.

A leadership meeting was called, and everyone demanded answers from Monk Ju.

“What happened, Monk Ju?”

“How could the result be so different from what you said before?”

“What about all those precise calculations?”

The chairperson calmed everyone down.

“Now, now, everyone settle down. The fact that Master Ryu finished the practice early is a good thing, isn’t it? And our task remains the same. Let’s focus on preparing a plan.”

While they spoke of making preparations, the options were limited.

After all, there were only two ways to obtain Yeonggeun.

Either find Seongwa or locate a Bigeong.

The consensus among the astrologers was this:

‘The time most suitable for generating Yeonggeun is still far off. The earliest opportunity will come in 17 years during the Year of Water Yeonggi. Creating Yeonggeun from Bigeong is not possible anytime soon.’

In the end, the only viable option was to search for Seongwa, whether it would work or not.

The joint leadership racked their brains desperately.

Where would the place with the highest probability of a Seongwa appearing be?

First of all, it had to be a place rarely visited by monks.

Otherwise, someone would have already consumed it.

It should also be a place rich in specific attributes of Yeonggi.

After all, Seongwa is also a type of spiritual energy.

Additionally, it shouldn’t be too far away.

A long-distance expedition would decrease the operational capabilities of the mission.

The conclusion came more quickly than expected.

It was the Great Forest of the Eastern Continent.

Few monks had ever set foot there.

And, of course, being a massive jungle, it was overflowing with Wood Yeonggi.

Moreover, thanks to the teleportation array, the practical distance wasn’t too far.

Thus began the joint Ojukmun-Geumjak Sect operation to search the Great Forest.

************

As soon as Seoran heard the news, she began packing her things.

Lageum, who happened to be visiting, asked.

“Sister, what are you doing over there? Why are you packing?”

With a serious face, Seoran replied.

“I have somewhere I need to go.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’m going to the Eastern Continent.”

Lageum was puzzled.

“You’re going there again?”

“You know how chaotic the sect has been lately, right? They’re planning a large-scale search of the Great Forest in the Eastern Continent. They’re trying to find a Seongwa to feed me. There’s no way I can sit this one out. I can’t just lie around with my mouth open while everyone else is working hard.”


Impressed by her sister’s determination, Laeum offered to help.

“I’ll help you pack.”

“Thank you, Lageum.”

Ryu Seoran, one step closer to reaching the Eastern Continent.
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Packing was finished quickly.

After all, the only thing to pack was a change of clothes.

If she needed anything, she could just buy it then.

Lageum asked.

“Are you only going to take these clothes?”

Seoran looked down at the bundle of clothes.

One, two, three, four, five.

She planned to change every day and do laundry every three or four days.

Even thinking about it again, it was perfect.

“Why? Didn’t I pack enough?”

Lageum said.

“Of course, you need to pack more. And what kind of color combination is this? It’s all white, black, and gray. You look like a game of Go.”

Seoran, who preferred achromatic colors, countered.

“That kind of simplicity is stylish.”

“What’s stylish about that? Wait, I’ll pick more for you.”

Lageum opened Seoran’s wardrobe wide.

Inside were a colorful array of clothes, custom-made at great expense by the Ojukmun.

Since Seoran had never worn them, they could be sold as new, not secondhand.

Without hesitation, Lageum started picking out clothes.

“This one, and this one. Oh, this outfit looks good too. Bright colors suit you better than dull ones.”

“Aren’t those two the same color?”

To Seoran’s eyes, they were both the same red.

But Lageum had a different opinion.

“How are they the same? They’re completely different colors.”

“But they’re both red?”

“They’re different shades of red. Now, hurry and put them in your bundle.”

Seoran carefully inspected the clothes Lageum  handed her. They were all so colorful that they reminded her of a poisonous toad.

She felt like she would never wear them.

But for now, she did as she was told.

Anyway, once she reached the eastern continent, she would be free to wear whatever she wanted. And it felt rude to reject clothes that had been carefully picked out.

The clothes bundle became about three times larger.

Lageum offered to carry the bundle for her and asked.

“Have you packed everything now? You’re not leaving anything behind, right?”

Seoran rummaged through her sleeves and kept pulling things out.

“Pass card, check. Trumpet, check. Obsidian dagger, check. Plant nutrients, check. Yep, I think I’ve got everything.”

Lageum asked with a baffled expression.

“What did you stuff in your sleeves? I get the obsidian dagger and the pass card, but why are you bringing a trumpet and plant nutrients?”

“The trumpet is for daily practice. Consistent training is the key to improvement. And the nutrients are a gift for a friend. I told you about the species called the Five-Element-Faced Trees, right?”

“I can’t imagine a bipedal tree taking plant nutrients… Anyway, if you say it’s necessary, hand them over. I’ll pack them in another bundle for you.”

“No need. I can just put them in my sleeves.”

Lageum nodded and said,

“Shall we get going? I’ll see you off to the nearby area.”

“Alright!”

The two of them left the mansion.

Then they quickly returned.

They had both remembered something that had been left behind at the last minute.

Seoran rummaged through her souvenir box and pulled something out.

It was a jade token used to verify her identity as a depositor.

Without it, she wouldn’t be able to retrieve her spirit stones from the bank.

Lageum asked,

“Now you’ve really packed everything, right?”

“Yes!”

“Good, let’s go.”

The two of them traveled by ferry.

Their destination was a large canyon nearby.

This was the base of the Jaanhyo Legion.

When Seoran blew the trumpet, some of the owl dolls, which had been in a dormant state, began to awaken.

Lageum started counting the number of moving dolls.

There seemed to be around a thousand.

Curious, Lageum asked,

“Sister, why are you only taking a thousand? You’re going to search the entire Great Forest, shouldn’t you take more? It’d be a waste to leave behind the ones you’ve already made.”

“Considering the amount of spiritual power consumed, this is just the right number.”

“Really? I thought it was fine because of that self-recharging mechanism or whatever. The Animal Farm controls way more than a thousand, right? Is that because those are for miscellaneous tasks?”

“That’s pretty much it. And the self-recharging function isn’t foolproof. It’s heavily affected by the density of the surrounding spiritual energy. If we exclude any variables and just consider my own spiritual power, about a thousand is my practical limit. Plus…”

Seoran continued to talk at length.

She went on about the average energy concentration in the human world and how things would be different in the immortal realms.

Kind-hearted Lageum listened to her sister’s every word out of consideration.

After a while, Seoran snapped back to her senses.

“Oh, look at me. I got too carried away.”

Lageum quickly chimed in.

“Right? At this rate, we’ll be late.”

“We need to hurry from now on.”

“You’re going to ride the owl dolls, right?”

Seoran nodded.

“Yes, I made them for that purpose from the beginning.”

“Come to think of it, I’ve never seen you fly on an owl doll. How do you ride it?”

“It’s nothing special.”

Lageum’s imagination started to soar.

She pictured Seoran flying on the back of an owl, a scene straight out of a fairy tale.


She couldn’t help but feel a bit of a desire to try it herself.

So she said,

“Sister, can you give me a ride sometime too?”

“Of course! Just say the word, anytime!”

“Thank you, sister! Oh, here’s your clothes bundle.”

Seoran tucked the bundle under her arm and waved goodbye.

“Lageum, I’m off now!”

Lageum also waved back.

“Okay, be careful!”

One of the owls took off.

Then, with its long legs, it grabbed Seoran tightly by the shoulders.

Even the ever-calm Lageum couldn’t help but be shocked.

It looked completely different from what she had imagined.

“S-Sister?”

Seoran, who had been waving, suddenly soared into the sky with a gust of wind.

Lageum hurriedly looked up at the sky.

Amidst the swarm of Jaanhyo Legion owls, she could see Seoran smiling brightly.

The owl army quickly disappeared from view.

Lageum fervently hoped that her sister would forget her request.

She didn’t want to be flown around like a piece of luggage.

***************

The Jaanhyo Legion flew across the Yang Kingdom.

Thanks to their concealment technique, there was no risk of being detected by ordinary people.

Seoran soon arrived at her destination.

An excavation site where an ancient spire stood.

The teleportation array manager, who had been gazing at the clouds, was startled.

“W-What is that!”

A horde of strange birds burst through the clouds.

They were approaching the spire at supersonic speed.

The manager almost sounded the alarm for a monster attack.

But upon closer inspection, they were not monsters.

It was a complicated network of spiritual power controlling them.

It was a puppet army, operated by a cultivator.

When people from the Ojukmun heard the word ‘puppet,’ they instinctively thought of a certain individual.

The renowned figure, Ryu Seoran.

As the manager pondered this, Seoran landed.

In an instant, the excavation site was filled with owls.

Seoran landed in a superhero-like pose.

The teleportation array manager asked,

“Aren’t you Investigator Ryu? Have you come to use the teleportation array to travel to the eastern continent?”

Seoran nodded.

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Have you received the travel permit? No matter how esteemed you are, Investigator Ryu, without the pass card, you won’t be able to use the teleportation array. The rule is that…”

“Indeed”

Contrary to the manager’s expectations, Seoran had obtained the permit.

“If you’re looking for the pass card, here it is.”

“Ah, so you did receive the authorization? My apologies for the misunderstanding. But it’s strange… Usually, when the main temple issues a pass card, they send us the documents as well.”

The administrator at the main temple was genuinely puzzled.

He had followed the rules and sent the documents.

However, the owl legion had simply arrived faster than the messenger bird meant to deliver the papers.

Regardless, the pass card was authentic.

Seoran could now safely use the teleportation array.

The teleportation array manager began to brief her on important details.

“As the first discoverer, you likely know this already, but let me go over it again. Beyond the teleportation array is the Great Forest located in the central region of the eastern continent. More precisely, it’s the deep core of the forest.”

The manager even pulled out a hand-drawn map to help explain.

“Although the Great Rift has closed, the eroded areas have not diminished at all. The gravitational pull from the underworld remains strong, so cultivators below the Severance Stage cannot even enter. Are you a cultivator at the Severance Stage or higher?”

The unexpected question made Seoran pause.

“Excuse me?”

“I know it sounds strange, but it’s protocol, so I have to ask. Let me repeat, are you a cultivator at the Severance Stage or higher?”

Seoran quickly caught on and played along.

“Yes, I am a cultivator at the Severance Stage or higher.”

“Do you swear to follow the instructions of the local officials until you return to the western continent?”

“Yes, I swear.”

They exchanged a few more questions and answers after that.

The manager checked his recorder.

The preliminary briefing and verbal agreement were all properly recorded.

The teleportation array manager said,

“Everything is in order. Are you ready to cross over to the eastern continent now?”

“Yes, when is the soonest I can depart?”

The manager glanced at the schedule.

“You’re in luck. You just have to wait a little bit longer. If you had come any later, you might have had to wait for quite a while. We’ve been really busy transporting supplies for the search operations lately.”

“Oh, that’s a relief.”

“Are you taking all your dolls with you? Should I prepare a cargo cart for them? As you know, flight is impossible in the deep forest.”

“It’s fine. We’ll be traveling on foot.”

“True, owls do have legs, after all.”

The manager suddenly burst into laughter.

The image of a thousand owl dolls waddling on their short legs had made the manager laugh.

Just imagining it was incredibly cute.

A short while later, the time had come.

“Alright, please enter one at a time. Once the teleportation is complete, please exit the array immediately. Otherwise, you may risk colliding with the incoming cargo.”


“Understood. Goodbye!”

After her farewell, Seoran blew her trumpet with energy.

The Owl March, expertly played, echoed through the air.

The Jaanhyo Legion marched in perfect synchronization.

Seoran set foot on the eastern continent for the first time in ten years.
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The Pied Piper Ryu Seoran and her Jaanhyo owl legion arrived safely on the eastern continent.

Naturally, there was a teleportation array manager on this side as well.

After completing some brief formalities, Seoran stepped outside.

The stone palace had changed significantly.

It had been modified to serve as a base of operations.

Using the map for guidance, Seoran made her way to the headquarters.

Inside the headquarters was the chief officer, Geum Jungpae.

“Oh, Monk Ryu! What brings you here?”

“Hello, Monk Geum. I’ve come to help with the search of the Great Forest. I couldn’t just relax when everyone else is busy because of me.”

“Monk Ryu, your kindness is truly admirable. I always learn from you.”

“Oh no, you’re too kind.”

“And so humble too… In any case, you’ve come at the perfect time. There’s a meeting coming up shortly. Please join us.”

The two exchanged light conversation for a while.

Then, they headed to the meeting room at the appointed time.

Sitting at one side of the round table was a Three-Eyed Rabbit.

Everyone was discussing potential locations where the Celestial Fruit might be found.

“Let’s exclude the outskirts of the Great Forest for now. Areas with low populations have thin spiritual energy, while places with abundant energy are already controlled by the Ten Great Sects.”

The search area quickly narrowed to the Great Forest.

“The outer layer of the forest is also unlikely to have any Celestial Fruit. It’s the territory of the Five-Element-Faced Trees, and the Mountain Guardians roam there as well. If a fruit had formed, it would’ve been discovered already.”

That left only the deep core of the forest.

“It doesn’t seem likely that there’s any around the Great Rift. The environment is too harsh for the fruit to form—half of it is practically the underworld due to the extreme erosion.”

The area around the Great Rift was excluded.

“There’s no need to search the outskirts of the deep core either. Since it’s close to the outer layer, puppet expeditions have already passed through there frequently. Any spiritual herbs or trees would have long been depleted.”

The Three-Eyed Rabbit, who was munching on raisins, suddenly asked,

“But isn’t the Celestial Fruit still a fruit? How could it grow in the deep core where no fruits grow?”

Here, Seoran, the only one present who had actually eaten a Celestial Fruit, spoke up.

“Although it’s called a fruit, in reality, it’s a concentrated mass of spiritual energy. It doesn’t grow from seeds like typical spiritual plants, trees, or fruits. If the right conditions are met, it can grow underground or even underwater.”

“So in a place like the Great Forest, where wood energy is abundant, the chances of finding a Wood Celestial Fruit are high?”

“Exactly.”

“I know of a few places where the concentration of wood

The investigation team in the Great Forest burst into cheerful laughter.

Lately, they had been having good luck, so everyone was feeling optimistic.

This was around early spring.

Time passed quickly.

Now, it was the scorching summer.

Unfortunately, there were no cicadas to be heard.

The deep core of the forest was a no-fly zone, after all.

At the Monk headquarters, another meeting was in progress.

“Everyone, no luck, right?”

“We found nothing in the south, no matter how hard we searched.”

“What about the east?”

“Same here, nothing…”

Dozens of Severance Stage Monks, a thousand owl dolls, and one sleepless monk with the Primordial Spirit.

The team had scoured every inch of the Great Forest’s deep core.

But despite their efforts, they hadn’t found a single trace of the Celestial Fruit—just a bunch of useless ancient ruins.

People were beginning to regain their senses.

“Maybe focusing solely on the Great Forest isn’t the right approach.”

“We should start considering alternative methods.”

“Logically speaking, the group most likely to possess the Celestial Fruit is the Ten Great Sects. They monopolize most of the cultivation resources on the eastern continent.”

“That’s right. While it’s still worth investigating the Five-Element-Faced Trees and the Mountain Guardian clans, the Ten Great Sects are our best bet.”

“Let’s start the investigation immediately.”

“But which sect should we investigate first? It’s impossible for us to investigate all Ten Great Sects simultaneously with our current resources. We need to prioritize.”

“Should we trace the supply channels? Cultivation resources are usually traded through auction houses.”

“The highest-level auctions never keep records of their buyers. And treasures like the Celestial Fruit would likely be traded through even more secretive means.”

“Hold on a second. This problem is beyond mere intelligence gathering. Let’s say one of the sects does have the Celestial Fruit. How do you plan on retrieving it? By force? Or are you thinking of sneaking in and stealing it?”

“True, this needs careful thought. If we go to war with one sect, the others are bound to join the fray.”

“A power struggle will inevitably expose our presence. That would be the worst-case scenario.”

“Speaking of the Ten Great Sects, they’re probably facing financial difficulties these days. How about we make them an offer to buy their treasure?”

“Even if they’re in financial trouble, I doubt they’d sell something like the Celestial Fruit. They’d probably only sell it if they were on the verge of collapse.”

Seoran, who had been quietly listening, asked,

“What? The Ten Great Sects are in financial trouble?”

Geum Jungpae responded,

“Ah, monk Ryu, you wouldn’t know about this. Let me explain.”

And so, he began his explanation.

Ten years ago, Seoran had sealed the Great Rift.

On her way home, she had thought,

“No way this will cause them to fall apart, right?”

As expected, Seoran’s prediction was correct.

The Ten Great Sects didn’t collapse from this alone.

However, they did suffer significant damage.

The Great Rift, which had been absorbing everything, was now sealed.

As a result, the previously concentrated heavenly and earthly energies were evenly dispersed throughout the entire eastern continent.

The previously struggling outskirts began to flourish.

From another perspective, this meant that the spiritual energy density around the Great Forest, where the Ten Great Sects were situated, drastically decreased.

And the density of ambient spiritual energy greatly influences the efficiency of self-recharging mechanisms.

Most of the facilities owned by the Ten Great Sects had ceased operation.

For them, who had been thriving by being situated near the Great Forest, this was an unprecedented disaster.

It was as if a solar farm had been built only for the sun to disappear overnight.

The puppet workforce, the cultivation facilities managing spiritual plants, trees, and fruits, and all other automated systems powered by self-recharging mechanisms—everything had stopped functioning.


The Ten Great Sects were thrown into chaos by the sudden “Ryu Seoran Apocalypse.”

With the supply of spiritual energy effectively cut off, the situation became dire.

If the crisis persisted, all the spiritual plants would wither and die.

In a desperate effort, the sects focused on restarting the cultivation facilities first.

Once they had handled the most urgent matters, they faced a critical decision.

An unexpected energy crisis—how would they respond?

There were only two options.

The first option: Abandon the automated facilities.

This was a no-brainer—if they chose this, the sect would collapse.

It was essentially a death sentence.

The second option: Power the facilities with spirit stones for the time being.

The spirit stones would undoubtedly deplete like salt dissolving in water.

It was simply a slower death.

No matter what they chose, death seemed inevitable.

Like most organizations faced with a similar crisis, the Ten Great Sects chose the second option.

However, they had a plan.

Their vaults were filled with an enormous stockpile of spirit stones.

After centuries of hoarding wealth across the eastern continent, the cartel of the Ten Great Sects had amassed incredible resources.

They could withstand even the astronomically increased maintenance costs for a while.

But now, they had to find a solution before their supply of spirit stones ran dry.

Perhaps it would involve improving the efficiency of the self-recharging mechanisms or an overall transformation of their infrastructure.

In any case, they had to do something to survive.

All of this had been caused by the stone Seoran had tossed into the pond.

*************

After listening to the explanation, Seoran fell deep into thought.

They must have been desperate to gather spirit stones by any means necessary, right?

In such a critical situation, would they really leave the spirit stones deposited by the Mountain Guardians in the bank untouched?

Even if they didn’t forcibly seize them, wouldn’t they have lowered the reserve ratio to the absolute limit?

Financial deterioration due to rising maintenance costs…

The inevitable lowering of the reserve ratio.

The deep-seated distrust of the Mountain Guardians in the eastern continent.

Suddenly, Seoran shouted,

“I’ve got a great idea!”

Geum Jungpae asked,

“What idea?”

“The Ten Great Sects are desperate for spirit stones right now, aren’t they? You think they haven’t thought about the banks they operate? Of course not! They’ve definitely tapped into the spirit stones deposited there!”

“Well, sure, they’ve probably used some of the deposits. But how does that matter?”

Seoran, now fully energized, climbed onto the round table and declared,

“Of course it matters! What we want is for the Ten Great Sects to start selling off the treasures they’ve stashed away in their vaults! You said they wouldn’t sell them unless they were on the brink of collapse, right? So, we just need to push them to that brink!”

“How do we do that?”

“We target their banks! With the well-known financial crisis, their lowered reserve ratios, and the deep distrust the Mountain Guardians hold toward the Ten Great Sects, all it will take is one big shock to send everything crashing down! I really am a genius!”

It took a while for Seoran to calm down.


After her excitement subsided, Seoran carefully explained her plan to the rest of the investigation team.

She used relevant examples to illustrate her points, and everyone quickly grasped the concept.

The goal was to trigger a chain reaction of bank failures among the Ten Great Sects.

The plan was aptly named the “Bank Run Operation.”
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To fully understand Seoran’s plan, one must first understand what a bank run is.

A bank run.

Even from the name, it clearly has something to do with banks.

The origin of the term itself comes from the idea of depositors rushing to the bank.

The rabbit asked,

“What’s a bank?”

“It’s an institution that stores spirit stones for you.”

“Why would anyone hand over such precious things to someone else?”

“Imagine your rabbit hole is full of dried fruit. Wouldn’t you feel anxious about going out, leaving it all behind?”

“Oh, I understand immediately now.”

“Right? So, in that situation, I say to you, ‘The Three-Eyed Rabbit’, give me all your dried fruit. I’ll keep it safe for you. In return, you just have to give me one dried fruit per month as a storage fee.’ What do you think, feel like handing it over?”

“Oh, certainly! Your pockets are much safer than my rabbit hole. Paying a storage fee is better than having it all stolen by thieves.”

Seoran continued her explanation.

“But this time it’s a bit different. If you give me your dried fruit, I’ll give you one piece back every month in return. How does that sound?”

“You’re giving me a piece of dried fruit every month instead of taking a fee?”

“Exactly. I’m starting a clever new business. I’ll lend a piece of dried fruit to really hungry rabbits, and in return, I’ll get two pieces next month.”

The Three-Eyed Rabbit thought about it for a moment before asking,

“You’re giving me something every month because I provided the initial capital, right? In this case, the dried fruit.”

“You got it. You lend me dried fruit, and I lend it to other rabbits. Isn’t it a rock-solid business? Who would dare run off with dried fruit stolen from me?”

“Wow, I want to deposit my dried fruit with you right now!”

“That’s exactly how banks make money. They lend out the money people deposit and charge interest. Of course, they share a portion of that interest with the depositors to encourage more deposits.”

“Humans are quite ingenious.”

The Three-Eyed Rabbit looked down at the half-eaten bowl of dried fruit in front of him.

He suddenly felt the urge to deposit something in a bank himself.

But then a thought occurred to him.

“Uh, Investigator Ryu, I don’t quite understand something. What if the bank decides to scam me? It’d be easier for them to just run off with my money than to collect interest by lending it out.”

“That’s where trust, or credit, comes into play. A bank will collapse if it loses trust. And that’s precisely what we’re going to do—make people lose faith in the bank.”

A bank run.

Explaining it in detail can make it seem endlessly complicated, but a simple explanation sums it up in one sentence: a bank run happens when a bank completely loses its trust.

The process of a bank collapsing once it loses trust is as follows:

Let’s say 100 Mountain Guardians on the eastern continent each deposit 100 spirit stones in a bank, so the total amount of spirit stones deposited is 10,000.

However, the bank never keeps all 10,000 spirit stones in the vault.

At best, it might keep only 5,000 to 3,000 stones on hand.

Banking isn’t a charity, after all.

A large portion of the deposited spirit stones is lent out as loans.

The profit from the interest on those loans, after deducting the interest paid to depositors, is the bank’s earnings.

At this point, the percentage of deposits the bank keeps in the vault for withdrawals is called the reserve ratio.

The bank could keep 50% of all spirit stones on hand, or perhaps only 30% or even 10%.

Normally, this isn’t an issue.

But when a bank loses trust, that’s when the problem arises.

All the depositors rush to the bank at once.

They all demand to withdraw their spirit stones in full.

The total amount the bank owes is 10,000 spirit stones, but the vault holds fewer than 5,000 at the moment.

In the end, the bank goes bankrupt.

**********

One of the investigators spoke up.

“It’s like a scarcity crisis. When rumors spread that a certain herb is a miracle cure during a plague, chaos ensues. People get desperate, and sometimes it even leads to violence.”

Another investigator nodded in agreement.

“Definitely. Things that were never scarce suddenly run out when everyone rushes to get them. Fear drives people out of their minds.”

Geum Jungpae chimed in.

“So, the key is how big of a shock we can deliver. You mentioned mass withdrawals? If it succeeds, we could severely cripple the finances of the Ten Great Sects in an instant.”

The Three-Eyed Rabbit, who had been quietly listening, asked,

“But what if the Ten Great Sects cut their losses? What if they just refuse to return the spirit stones and shut down the banks? The powerless Mountain Guardians won’t be able to do anything, right?”

Seoran laughed.

“The Ten Great Sects would never do that. Do you know how hard they worked to establish their banking system? They’ve probably crashed it dozens of times already. The reason they were able to dominate the eastern continent in the first place is because of the banks.”

The investigation team, who had spent the last ten years spying on the eastern continent, agreed.

Through auctions, banks, and exploration contracts in the Great Forest, the Ten Great Sects monopolized cultivation resources across the eastern continent with a carefully crafted system.

As everyone knows, even the most intricate machine will break down if a single cog is removed.

A bank collapse would mean the loss of their dominion.

Of course, Seoran didn’t actually intend to bankrupt them completely.

Though she despised the Ten Great Sects, she knew that completely destroying them would also ruin the lives of innocent people like the Mountain Guardians.

She couldn’t bring the entire eastern continent to ruin just to obtain a single Celestial Fruit.

Seoran’s plan was to push the Ten Great Sects to the brink of bankruptcy and then offer them a bailout.

It would be an offer they couldn’t refuse.

Once that was done, she’d strip their vaults clean of the Celestial Fruit and other valuables and disappear.

That was the perfect plan Seoran had devised.

Geum Jungpae asked,

“So how do you plan to instill distrust in the depositors? Malicious rumors? A bank heist? I can’t think of anything that would work.”

“Of course, I’ve thought of something. Ta-da!”

Seoran pulled something out of her sleeve with a flourish.

In her hand was a palm-sized jade token.

Specifically, it was a depositor’s verification token from the Double Dragon Gate Bank.

Recognizing the token, Geum Jungpae asked,

“Are you planning to withdraw your deposit? I don’t know how much you’ve got in there, but will that even cause a stir?”

“Of course, me withdrawing my deposit alone wouldn’t make people distrust the bank. But what if a figure with overwhelming influence withdrew an astronomical amount of spirit stones? I always have a plan, you see.”

“Oh, I see!”

With the investigation team’s attention focused on her, Seoran continued,

“The first step is to gather enough reputation, influence, and spirit stones! Fortunately, there’s one place in the Great Forest where I can obtain all three at once!”

Geum Jungpae interjected,


“Wait, could it be…?”

Seoran grinned fiercely.

“You guessed it! On the Path of Knowledge, reputation, influence, and wealth are one and the same! The moment I become famous, everything falls into place!”

The celebrated return of Sinseong Geumdan was imminent.

**************

The summer in Taebong Valley was as noisy as ever with the sound of cicadas.

They had emerged from the ground after years of waiting, filling the air with their incessant cries.

There was another species on the Path of Knowledge that had a similar cycle of reemergence: the cultivators of the Charging Stage.

“This year will be different.”

“Ten years of closed-door cultivation is a long time.”

“It’s about time she emerged from the deep core.”

“Could it be this fall?”

“I believe in Sinseong Geumdan.”

They were still waiting for Seoran to return.

It had been over ten years.

For the record, even cicadas would have gone through two metamorphoses in that time.

Seoran had been active in Taebong Valley for around five years.

Out of those five years, she only taught classes for about one year. The other four years were spent studying puppet arts and participating in beauty contests.

Yet, she had achieved incomparable feats.

This was why so many cultivators of the Charging Stage still loitered around the registration office, hoping for the return of Sinseong Geumdan.

Of course, Seoran had long since teleported back home.

But to the Mountain Guardians of the eastern continent, they could only assume she was still in the deep core, diligently completing her closed-door cultivation.

And so, they couldn’t let go of the hope that she would one day emerge.

Those cicadas that had yet to metamorphose after more than ten years continued to hover wistfully in front of the announcement boards.

“Wow, she’s really tough.”

“How can anyone stay in closed-door cultivation for ten years?”

“I heard a rumor that she’s lived in the Great Forest ever since she met her master as a child.”

“Isn’t that basically child abuse?”

“No, but now that I think about it, isn’t it strange? Why does cultivation have to be done in the deep core? Of all places, where the area is teeming with demons?”

“The cultivation purists always insist on it.”

“I can’t believe there are still people like that… “

“They need to take it easy… Who’s even chasing them?”

“What’s the fun in just cultivating to death? Live a little! Enjoy life! Maybe teach a class or two!”

“But, to be fair, it does make sense. You don’t become a cultivator who reaches Golden Elixir at 240 without going to extremes.”

“240 was the age when she emerged from the Great Forest. Didn’t she reach Severance Stage long before that? Anyone know?”

“Probably not? Apparently, she barely ever talked about her personal life. She didn’t really have anyone close to her.”

“So, how old is she now? She’s not over 260 yet, is she? And are we even sure that’s her real age?”

“She probably doesn’t even know herself. Honestly, after I turned thirty, I kept losing track.”

“Isn’t that just because you don’t want to remember?”

As they continued their light-hearted chatter, a registration clerk came rushing over and hastily posted something on the announcement board.

With a booming voice, he declared,

“Breaking news! Sinseong Geumdan, the first Mountain Guardian to reach the Primordial Spirit Stage, will be ending her closed-door cultivation and offering courses starting this fall!”

“What?!”

“Primordial Spirit!”


“Fall!”

The Charging Stage cultivators were so shocked they could barely form coherent sentences.

Fragmented shouts erupted here and there.

In an instant, chaos broke out in front of the bulletin board.

It resembled a swarm of newly emerged cicadas.
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Ten years spent in the depths of the Great Forest.

Through secluded training, Seoran had mastered the essence of energy cultivation.

Plans were made to open an autumn lecture series.

This rumor spread rapidly throughout the entire Great Forest.

In the outer layers of the Great Forest, there were numerous neutral cities besides Taebon Valley.

Even if the names were different, these cities had places similar to the Street of Learning.

In one such city, a middle-aged man urged his friend.

“What are you doing standing around? Hurry and pack your things! We need to head to Taebon Valley as soon as possible! The Sacred Forbidden Ryu Seoran has returned after ten years!”

His friend asked curiously, “Why are you making such a fuss over one instructor returning? Isn’t their lecture aimed at those cultivating energy for strength? Sure, they’ve produced several skilled warriors, but honestly, as someone who practices gentle energy cultivation, it’s not really our concern, is it?”

The middle-aged man, frustrated, shouted at the top of his lungs.

“This time, there’s going to be a lecture for those cultivating gentle energy too! How can you be so out of touch with the world!”

The friend tossed aside the book he had been reading and leapt to his feet.

“Let’s leave at once!”

Similar scenes played out across the Great Forest.

And it wasn’t limited by the rank of one’s cultivation level.

Ryu Seoran was set to open lectures not only for those focusing on energy for strength but also for those practicing gentle energy and decision-making energy.

The population density of Taebon Valley skyrocketed.

**************

Seoran became an instructor because of Eongseok.

She wanted to learn the puppet arts of the Eastern Continent, but since she had arrived via a transport formation with nothing in hand, she needed to earn some money.

Thus, she began teaching as if it were a part-time job.

Of course, that didn’t mean she taught half-heartedly.

Seoran did her best as an instructor.

But only when she was actually on the platform.

Once she succeeded in her investment ventures, she stopped teaching altogether.

However, this time, she was sincere.

Absolutely sincere Seoran.

That was why she had opened three types of lectures based on cultivation rank.

If she simply wanted to make money efficiently, she would have only opened lectures for those cultivating energy for strength. There are many of them, after all, and they pay well. On the other hand, there are far more people who cultivate gentle energy, but they have no resources. Meanwhile, those who cultivate decision-making energy have the resources but are few in number.

Nevertheless, there were advantages.

Lectures for those cultivating gentle energy didn’t bring in much money, but they helped build recognition.

After all, they made up the largest group.

That’s why new instructors often gave free lectures.

Seoran was the first to open a lecture for those cultivating decision-making energy.

In essence, Seoran was becoming a mentor to well-known instructors.

The goal of the decision-making energy lectures was to absorb some of the influence and authority those instructors held.

Autumn arrived before anyone noticed.

In the vast space, a large number of gentle energy cultivators had gathered.

“There are too many students!”

“Can we even be taught properly?”

“This feels like a waste of tuition…”

No matter which way you turned your head, all you could see was a crowd.

It was impossible to proceed with the lecture under these circumstances.

Everyone was murmuring and voicing their complaints.

Then, Seoran appeared.

“Please form groups of five! Groups of five!”

“Position the instructor in the center and make a circle!”

“Spread out! Make sure you can’t touch each other even with your arms fully extended!”

Suddenly, a swarm of Seoran’s clones appeared, like a flood of ants.

The clones began to organize the students.

Everyone was stunned by the wave of clones.

“What, what’s happening? What’s going on?”

“Ah, I get it! They’re clones!”

“All of them?!”

Whether they were surprised or not, Seoran didn’t care.

“Form groups of five!”

“Make a circle! Spread out!”

“If you don’t have a group, raise your hand high!”

The chaotic scene was instantly brought to order.

The gentle energy cultivators were still bewildered.

They knew what clone techniques were, but they had never seen one person handle so many clones before.

It seemed like this was the power of a cultivator who had mastered the original energy technique.

Seoran immediately began the class.

“We will now start group lessons! First, let’s loosen up with some light exercises to the music! Watch the clones’ demonstration and follow along!”

As soon as she finished speaking, music began to play.

The gentle energy cultivators stationed at the edges of the area saw it.

Seoran’s clones were all playing trumpets in unison.

With the cheerful music playing, Seoran shouted out commands.

“One, two! One, two! Now, follow me!”

She spread her legs wide, lowering her center of gravity, while her arms moved gracefully in circular motions, like flowing water.

This was a warm-up routine she had learned from Ma, a master of body cultivation from the Wujumen sect.

At first glance, it was a high-level training method.

The students fumbled to mimic the exercises.

The movements were quite unfamiliar, so their postures were all wrong.

But it didn’t matter.

There were plenty of skilled assistants to help.

“You there, tuck your knees inward!”

“Even if it’s tough, keep your back straight! There’s a risk of injury!”

“Keep your eyes on your fingertips! Lift your head!”


In the center, a clone demonstrated the moves while calling out commands.

Another clone provided instant feedback whenever a student’s posture was incorrect.

In the distance, yet another clone passionately played music.

As time passed, more and more clones appeared until they outnumbered the students.

Eventually, the warm-up exercises came to an end.

The students’ bodies were now perfectly warmed up.

It was time for serious martial arts training.

Each student was paired with their own clone.

It was an incredibly luxurious one-on-one lesson.

The class only ended after the cool-down exercises were completed.

Seoran then relayed the schedule to the students.

“Tomorrow, we’ll have a meditation class, and the day after, we’ll have a physical conditioning class using equipment! Make sure every single one of you attends!”

The detailed schedule made the tuition feel well worth it.

***************

The lecture materials for the gentle energy cultivators were created by directly copying and pasting the secret body training techniques of the Wujumen sect.

Of course, this wasn’t an unauthorized distribution.

Seoran wasn’t crazy.

The insane ones were the joint leadership of Wujumen and the Geumjakpa sects.

Seoran’s proposed “bank run” strategy was delivered in the form of a report to the joint leadership through the transport formation. In short, it was a plan to raid the warehouses of the Ten Great Sect Alliance, where high-quality mystical stones were likely stored. It was an extremely dangerous idea.

But the joint leadership wasn’t afraid.

Wujumen had previously come close to bankruptcy when they uprooted the very foundation of their sect in order to support Seoran’s determination. They had risked everything just to make Seoran, at the age of twenty, the youngest decision-making energy cultivator. It was like jumping off a cliff without a rope.

That level of madness was unheard of.

Of course, Geumjakpa was no less daring.

As soon as they caught the scent of a martial arts victory, they didn’t hesitate to bind the two sects together by bloodline.

The saying “fortune favors the bold” certainly applied, but this was taking it to extremes.

In short, the joint leadership of Wujumen and Geumjakpa had a gambler’s spirit in abundance.

Whenever an opportunity presented itself, they didn’t hesitate to go all in.

That was how they had risen to become part of the Five Great Sects of the Western Continent.

The joint leadership analyzed Seoran’s report.

After much consideration, they concluded it was the only chance to acquire mystical stones in a short period of time.

Now was the moment to take that risk.

Once the joint leadership made their decision, all the resources of Wujumen and Geumjakpa were mobilized.

The best minds of the sects gathered to collaborate.

Their mission was simple: to create the greatest lecture the world had ever seen.

They weren’t concerned about leaking their secrets.

After all, once they ascended to the celestial realm, it wouldn’t matter.

If it meant they could reach the immortal world, nothing was too precious to lose.

In the end, Wujumen and Geumjakpa succeeded.

The think tank, composed of the brightest minds from both sects, created the greatest lecture ever conceived.

It was a masterpiece so astonishing, even they were surprised by their own creation.

The decision-making energy cultivators from the think tank crossed over to the Eastern Continent with their materials in hand.

Time was extremely tight. Less than half a month remained until autumn.

Seoran needed to fully master the three types of lectures before the first class.

Of course, it wasn’t a difficult task for her.

The lecture for gentle energy cultivators:


	Bare-hand exercises, martial arts training, meditation, physical conditioning.



The lecture for strength energy cultivators:


	A system divided into upper, middle, and lower levels, and knowledge about decision-making rituals.



The lecture for decision-making energy cultivators:


	Techniques to counter catastrophic events, clone techniques, and mental division training.



These lectures were packed with the knowledge accumulated over thousands of years by Wujumen and Geumjakpa.

They had produced more than a hundred decision-making energy cultivators and countless others beneath that rank.

This was the power of a great sect.

The sincerity of the joint leadership reached Seoran.

The think tank also fully cooperated.

And once again, Seoran met their expectations.

The day before the lectures began, Seoran became a master of teaching.

But of course, this wasn’t the end.

*********

Just as the gentle energy cultivators, feeling good and sweaty, were about to leave the outdoor lecture hall, someone shouted.

“Monk Ryu Seoran has gone mad! Energy cultivation pills are half-price today only! Cheap, cheap pills!”

The exhausted students all turned their heads in unison.

“Did they say pills?”

“What, pills?”

“Did they really say pills?”

The students rushed over to the salesperson (a Geumjakpa decision-making energy cultivator and spy) and asked eagerly.

“Did I hear correctly? Did you say pills?”

The salesperson shouted loudly.

“Yes, pills! You’ve all heard about Instructor Ryu Seoran’s life, right? Thanks to her master’s vast stock of pills, she was able to advance her cultivation quickly!”

The students started to buzz with excitement.

“That’s right, I’ve heard of it!”

“I remember now! I think a teaching assistant with the surname Dan mentioned something like that!”

“Yes, Danwonpyo! That was definitely the name!”

The salesperson calmed the crowd.


“Alright, since you already know the story, I can skip the details! Yes, Instructor Ryu Seoran ate pills like food and drank medicinal decoctions like water from a young age, which helped her cultivate much faster than others!”

“But what happened? Because her talent was so outstanding, she reached the next level before she could even consume all the pills!”

“That’s how she became a decision-making energy cultivator so quickly!”

“Now, she’s generously offering the leftover pills to the esteemed cultivators of the Great Forest! Please note that today only, the gentle energy pills are half-price! Starting tomorrow, they’ll be sold at the regular price! For those interested in strength or decision-making energy pills, please inquire privately!”

It was as if a bomb had been dropped on Taebon Valley.
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Elixirs are rare.

First of all, the art of alchemy itself is a complex discipline.

It isn’t something that is taught to just anyone, and the cost and time required to master it are not insignificant. Thus, nurturing a group of skilled alchemists was no easy feat, even for a major sect.

Moreover, having the skill alone wasn’t enough.

No matter how skilled an alchemist might be, without rare spiritual herbs, they couldn’t concoct elixirs.

Without considerable wealth, one would repeatedly fail and go bankrupt before even laying eyes on a single elixir.

Naturally, for ordinary martial artists, elixirs were like a pie in the sky.

How could they possibly get their hands on such precious items?

Learning alchemy was out of reach, and even if they learned it by watching over someone’s shoulder, they couldn’t dream of practicing without the materials.

Even inferior-grade elixirs that had leaked out of the sects weren’t something that could be bought simply with a lot of money.

But now, they were being sold at half price.

And not just inferior-grade ones, but top-quality elixirs.

With that, there was no way not to buy them.

Seoran even went to great lengths to make sure they sold.

First, she created an addictive commercial jingle.

She took a famous folk song from the Eastern Continent and changed the lyrics slightly.

She distributed a large number of recorders, and soon, Seoran’s jingle could be heard everywhere in the Street of Learning.

She also made large billboards using famous figures.

Naturally, she herself was the model.

On the billboard, a heavily made-up Seoran was holding a round elixir with a bright smile.

She used plenty of eye-catching catchphrases.

“Limited stock of top-quality elixirs for cultivation!”

“If you don’t take this, you’re losing at least ten years!”

“What did Ryu Seoran of Geosungwonyeong eat to grow so big?”

“The secret elixir your competitor must never know about!”

“Buy two, get one free!”

It was the epitome of advertising and marketing.

The martial artists of the Eastern Continent were completely overwhelmed.

Not only was this their first time experiencing such a promotion, but the effects of the elixirs were beyond their imagination.

It was to be expected, given that they were made by Ojukmun.

Simply consuming elixirs doesn’t elevate one’s cultivation level.

Cultivation wasn’t that easy.

However, if all other conditions were met, a single elixir could help break through a bottleneck.

The day after the half-price promotion.

Some disciples of the Cultivation Sect succeeded in advancing their qi.

From then on, there was no need for further promotion.

Seoran swiftly changed her sales strategy.

From now on, all elixirs were sold secretly.

This was because revealing that they possessed such precious items could put the buyers at risk.

The martial artists actually preferred this approach.

Flaunting a treasure when you’re powerless is asking for trouble.

Even those who hesitated to buy out of fear of becoming a target now opened their wallets.

No one doubted Seoran.

The source of the numerous elixirs?

The master must have found them in the ancient ruins deep in the inner sanctum.

The sudden sale of elixirs?

Seoran probably wanted to sell off the useless elixirs even before becoming a master of Original Spirit Techniques but was concerned about lacking strength.

The reason for insisting on secret sales?

Because it allows selling at a higher price than setting a price and selling openly.

There was nothing particularly suspicious.

Seoran had simply acted cautiously.

At least on the surface.

Inquiries for elixir purchases were pouring in.

Elixirs for Qi Consolidation and Determination Breakthrough were selling like hotcakes.

Because of the secretive selling method, no one knew who bought how many and for how much.

How much spiritual stones had Seoran earned?

It was impossible even to speculate.

The answer was known only to Seoran herself.

And that was the crux of the money laundering scheme.

**************************

In her previous life, whenever Seoran came across news about economic crimes, she used to think like this:

“What if I had done it?”

Of course, even when Seoran was a man, he was a model citizen.

He barely jaywalked, even rarely.

But imagination is not a crime.

In her fantasies, Seoran embezzled tons of company funds, conducted investment fraud, and even manipulated stock prices without hesitation.

It was the secret to making boring meetings more enjoyable.

In essence, it wasn’t much different from a middle schooler fantasizing about how to defeat terrorists invading their classroom.

However, since she had slightly more knowledge than others, Seoran’s plans were incredibly detailed.

The recent bank run operation, too, was fundamentally inspired by an idea she had while showering in her past life.

Seoran sold elixirs for the purpose of money laundering.

Market disruption of this kind had a higher success rate the more funds were available.

No matter how much she thought about it, there was no way to raise satisfactory funds just by quietly giving lectures.

So, she decided to simply take it from somewhere else.

Even at this moment, a procession of wagons transporting spiritual stones was crossing over to the Eastern Continent through the teleportation array.

The source of the spiritual stones was tributes offered by the Aquatic Cult.

Smuggling them wasn’t particularly difficult either.

The deep inner sanctum of the Great Forest was entirely uninhabited.

Occasionally, puppet exploration teams roamed the deep areas, but they only followed profitable routes anyway.


One just needed to be cautious of the Five Elements Patrol.

The spiritual stones from the Western Continent that reached Taebong Valley would, by the next day, be disguised as profits from elixir sales.

Since spiritual stones don’t have name tags on them, there was no way to trace their origin.

This was a lie that could never be caught.

Before she knew it, the autumn and winter lectures were over.

The latter half of this year belonged entirely to Seoran of Geosungwonyeong. Like a black hole, she sucked in popularity and spiritual stones. The same held true at the year-end awards ceremony.

The result of having a major sect backing her was indeed remarkable.

Seoran broke all records and swept all the awards.

Undoubtedly, in the history of the awards ceremony, Seoran was the only person with such a strong presence on the winners’ list.

With Seoran’s twenty-seventh acceptance speech, the year-end awards ceremony finally came to an end.

She had gathered enough spiritual stones and recognition.

Now, all that was left was to wait.

Seoran went about her daily life as usual.

A few days later, a group of monks came to visit Seoran.

***************

The Twin Dragon Sect, one of the Ten Great Sects, was in chaos.

For unknown reasons, the concentration of spiritual energy near the Great Forest had sharply declined for the past ten years. Every day, an astronomical amount of spiritual stones was being drained to cover the enormous maintenance costs of their facilities. Eventually, they narrowly avoided bankruptcy by using the spiritual stones held by their bank.

But then, half a year ago, Ryu Seoran appeared and ruined everything.

When Ryu Seoran of Geosungwonyeong opened her autumn lectures, countless martial artists withdrew their deposits from the bank. Receiving instruction from a master of Original Spirit Techniques was more beneficial than earning some interest.

The bank wavered but managed to endure.

And then, Seoran started selling elixirs.

Expensive top-grade elixirs, the best value-for-money mid-grade elixirs, and even low-grade elixirs for the poor.

She even went so far as to offer discounts on elixirs for those slightly short on spiritual stones. As a result, most martial artists, regardless of their wealth, could afford to buy at least one elixir.

In economic terms, it could be said she pursued revenue maximization rather than profit maximization.

Simply put, she stripped the martial artists of their spiritual stones, even sacrificing her own gains.

Naturally, the bank was hit hard again.

The bank’s total deposits plummeted.

They had already lowered the reserve ratio to its limit.

A slight misstep could force the bank to close.

And if the bank failed, the Twin Dragon Sect wouldn’t survive either.

The leadership had no choice.

In the end, they urgently returned the leftover spiritual stones, initially intended for facility maintenance, to the bank vault.

It was a case of swallowing bitter medicine with tears.

Thanks to this, the bank managed to avoid bankruptcy.

But the crisis for the Twin Dragon Sect wasn’t over yet.

Now, it looked like the Cultivation Sect would dry up and perish.

They urgently needed a huge amount of spiritual stones.

The leadership of the Twin Dragon Sect debated endlessly.

“Spiritual stones, we need spiritual stones…”

“Should we have the bank’s representatives pressure the debtors? We’ve lent a considerable amount under the pretext of loans… Many of the famous lecturers near the Great Forest are in debt to us as well.”

“That option seems difficult too. We’ve already squeezed them to the maximum limit. While there are more forceful repayment methods available, they all take a lot of time.”

“Why don’t we sell some of the treasures piled up in the warehouse? What good are treasures if the sect collapses?”

“They’ve long since squandered all their spiritual stones buying elixirs. And if we try to sell in a hurry in this situation, we won’t even get half the purchase price, let alone a fair price. Think before you speak.”

“That’s right. If we can just get through this crisis, we could sell them for dozens of times the price, but we can’t do that now. There must be another way.”

“Now is not the time to be so complacent! If we can’t get the spiritual stones in ten days, the cultivation facilities will shut down! Get rid of your greed!”

“What did you just say, punk?! How old are you? You’re still wet behind the ears, you brat!”

“Come on, stop fighting!”

“What are you doing? Break it up!”

“Everyone’s on edge, so let’s not raise our voices…”

“This is a mess, a total mess. Twin Dragon Sect is finished…”

“Chairman! Get those two out of here!”

The meeting hall quickly turned into a chaotic marketplace.

Yelling, finger-pointing, and even physical scuffles broke out.

At this rate, they might even start using martial arts against each other.

Then, someone shouted loudly.

“Wait, wait! I’ve got a great idea! Everyone, please calm down for a moment!”

The chairman asked in a tired voice.

“Alright, let’s hear it.”

“Logically speaking, who is the wealthiest person among the martial artists right now? Isn’t it Ryu Seoran of Geosungwonyeong?”

An angry voice responded.

“What the hell are you talking about? We can’t make deals when we’re desperate! Are you suggesting we sell the sect’s treasures at a bargain price?!”

“No, no! I’m suggesting we think outside the box. Why do we have to sell anything? Let’s use the treasures as bait to recruit Ryu Seoran into our sect. I heard she’s quite young for her level of cultivation. If we’re lucky, she might even become a master of the Incarnation Technique.”

The chairman, after thinking for a while, said,

“Coincidentally, there’s a treasure that Master of Original Spirit Techniques might covet.”

The proposer chimed in,

“Exactly, it’s the Mokseon Fruit. Depending on the situation, we could offer a few more treasures. Once she’s recruited, she’ll be part of the family, so what’s there to lose? In return, we just ask her to deposit her spiritual stones in the bank for a certain period.”

“Oh, that could put out the immediate fire.”


“Yes, and if we promise generous compensation once things improve, there will be no hard feelings on either side.”

Following this, the Twin Dragon Sect conducted a proper meeting for the first time in a long while.

They quickly reached a conclusion.

Ryu Seoran, Master of Original Spirit Techniques—top priority for recruitment.

Orders were sent out to their informants in the Great Forest.
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Members of the Ten Great Sects are not allowed to enter the Great Forest.

This raises a question: just how do we define a member of the Ten Great Sects?

If one is officially initiated, there’s no need to worry.

However, the Great Forest is filled with martial artists who are directly or indirectly associated with the Ten Great Sects.

Some are entangled in debt relations, others have close ties with members of the sects, and occasionally, some even have familial connections.

The deeper one thinks about it, the less clear the answer becomes.

So, the Five Elements Patrol didn’t bother worrying about it at all.

Unless someone blatantly went around shouting, “I am a member of the Ten Great Sects!” they didn’t care.

It was the kind of boldness that befits the immortal sects.

This is also why a famous lecturer like Daehyeong Geumdan could stay in the Great Forest while still acting as a stooge for the Ten Great Sects.

It’s been over a decade since he was ensnared by debt.

At this point, he no longer felt even a shred of self-pity.

At first, he felt like his pride had been shattered into pieces.

For someone like him, a Determination Breakthrough Master, to be caught by the dirty Ten Great Sects and reduced to a mere lackey—it was a daily grind of resentment directed at Seoran.

From Seoran’s perspective, it was rather absurd.

Sure, it was true that Seoran’s lectures had cut Daehyeong Geumdan’s annual income to a mere fraction.

However, instead of thinking about cutting his expenses, he hastily resorted to loans; that was his own doing.

Blaming others wouldn’t help much.

But more than ten years had passed.

Volatile emotions like hatred and self-pity had long vanished without a trace.

What remained for Daehyeong Geumdan was an overwhelming sense of gratitude toward his benefactors in the Ten Great Sects who had taken him in.

Why bother with honest labor when he could get plenty of sweet benefits just by playing the stooge?

Thanks to this, Daehyeong Geumdan was able to carry out the Twin Dragon Sect’s order to recruit Seoran without any regret.

**************

Seoran asked,

“Oh, so the Twin Dragon Sect wants to recruit me?”

Daehyeong Geumdan enthusiastically confirmed.

“Yes, exactly! Master Ryu, you are truly the pride of the martial artists in the Great Forest! Naturally, the Ten Great Sects have had their eyes on you for a long time! This is a secret, but I have been working as the hands and feet of the Twin Dragon Sect leadership for over ten years now. If you could spare just one day, I can arrange a meeting with representatives from the Twin Dragon Sect.”

Seoran pondered for a moment before responding.

“Hmm, this isn’t a decision I can make lightly. As you know, a sect like the Cultivation Sect isn’t an organization you can come and go from as you please. Once you join, you have to abide by the rules and deal with a lot of troublesome matters. Having lived as a free martial artist all my life, I find it a bit off-putting.”

“Master Ryu, it’s rare to have such an opportunity to join under such favorable conditions. Even as a third party, I find it quite regretful. Of course, it is true that you would have to give up some freedom. That’s an inevitable aspect of life in an organization. But I do hope you will consider it positively one more time.”

Seoran, twirling her hair absentmindedly, said,

“Well, even so, joining a sect is a bit… To be honest, I’m already living quite comfortably as it is. Is there really a need? As long as I have enough spiritual stones, I can get most of what I need right here in the Great Forest.”

No matter how many more times Daehyeong Geumdan probed, Seoran smoothly deflected the conversation with vague and evasive remarks.

The discussion continued, but there was no clear answer of yes or no.

Daehyeong Geumdan became convinced that the other party was deliberately playing hard to get to increase their value.

This meant that their first plan to recruit her without giving up any treasures had effectively gone down the drain.

In truth, both the Twin Dragon Sect leadership and Daehyeong Geumdan had little expectation that this plan would succeed.

The real plan was the second one—the treasure bait tactic.

Daehyeong Geumdan spoke in a low, humble voice.

“I understand your position very well, Master Ryu. Honestly, I can’t say I don’t understand. If I were in your shoes, I would also be hesitant to join a sect like the Cultivation Sect.”

Seoran replied cheerfully.

“Oh, you understand where I’m coming from?”

“Of course, of course. You’re absolutely right, Master Ryu. To be blunt, if you have plenty of spiritual stones, there’s no place as comfortable as the Great Forest. There are fewer rules to follow, and most things you need can be acquired here. However, there are treasures in this world that cannot be found in the Great Forest. I’m sure you understand that too, don’t you?”

“Well, I understand what you’re getting at. All the treasures like the Millennium Five-Element Wood or those occasionally found in the deep sanctum are in the hands of the Ten Great Sects.”

“Yes, exactly. Aren’t you tempted by rare treasures that can’t be obtained no matter how many spiritual stones you have? The Twin Dragon Sect wouldn’t hesitate to offer even the rarest treasures if it meant having you with us. There’s no need to decide right away. How about meeting someone from the Twin Dragon Sect first? It won’t take long.”

Seoran responded with apparent interest.

“Hmm, if it’s just meeting them…”

“You’ve made a wise decision! I’ll go right away and convey your intentions to the Twin Dragon Sect! By the way, is there a particular time that works best for you?”

“I’m free anytime. I haven’t scheduled a spring lecture this year. Just pick a convenient day.”

“Understood! And once again, thank you for listening so kindly to my sudden proposal!”

Daehyeong Geumdan left with a bright expression.

After the faithful lackey of the Ten Great Sects departed, Seoran rang a small bell to call in her attendant.

“Send in the next guest.”

“Yes, Master Ryu.”

A second lackey entered the room.

With a face that seemed to be wearing a mask, the same ingratiating expression as the first.

There were too many lackeys in the Great Forest.

Seoran had already had similar conversations countless times.

******************

Seoran met with representatives from all the Ten Great Sects.

And she gave them just enough hope that she might join.

Thanks to this, as she had originally intended, she managed to find out who possessed which treasures.

When the Ten Great Sects finally learned of this, they were furious.

It wasn’t just a double-cross; how many sects had she been playing?

It wasn’t even fair to call this an octopus strategy.

After all, even an octopus only has eight legs.

The atmosphere in the Twin Dragon Sect’s leadership meeting room was intense.

“This is absolutely unacceptable!”

“We must not stand by and tolerate Ryu Seoran’s impudence!”

“How dare she mock the Twin Dragon Sect!”

The chairman asked,

“Alright, let’s hear what you’re proposing.”

“We need to get rid of her immediately!”

“Thank you for your suggestion. But what can we do if Ryuseoran doesn’t step a foot outside the Great Forest? Did you think about that before speaking?”

“Well, I…”

Someone next to him spoke up.

“We have many operatives within the Great Forest. You know, the kind who forcibly collect debts when debtors try to run away. If we use those guys well, we can do something, right?”

The chairman asked,


“Do you have a specific plan? I trust it’s not an ambush. Not only is there no chance of success, but if she’s not a fool, she’ll figure out who’s behind it. What if Ryuseoran holds a grudge and attacks the Twin Dragon Sect?”

“Uh, um…”

“Ryuseoran can probably handle herself as a martial artist, so she wouldn’t challenge us head-on. She’d likely move along the edge of the Great Forest to avoid being surrounded by our Original Spirit Masters. A guerrilla campaign by a master of Original Spirit Techniques… just imagining it is terrifying.”

Some of the leaders took the trouble to imagine it.

Attacks by a master of Original Spirit Techniques popping up randomly along the vast border of the Great Forest.

Even if all of their Original Spirit Masters were deployed, if she retreated into the forest, they couldn’t pursue her.

It would be a super guerrilla situation.

Eventually, the meeting ended inconclusively.

Fortunately, the leadership’s anger didn’t last long.

This was because Seoran sent letters to all the Ten Great Sects.

The content was as follows:

“Hello, this is Ryuseoran.

To be blunt, I’ve decided to kindly decline the recruitment offers.

After much consideration, I realized that the life of a sect member doesn’t suit me.

I am truly sorry to refuse the great offers you all made.

However, I still wish to maintain a friendly relationship with the Ten Great Sects.

Therefore, I have another proposal.

I will deposit an equal amount of spiritual stones in ten banks operated by the Ten Great Sects.

However, I intend to join a special 100-year long-term savings product, not a regular deposit.

I’m confident that this will foster a strong bond of friendship between me and the Ten Great Sects.

I look forward to your response.”

Although the letter was somewhat summarized, the content was roughly like this.

The leadership of the Ten Great Sects was satisfied.

First, they didn’t have to give up any precious treasures.

The recruitment had failed, but they were never interested in that from the beginning.

Long ago, the Ten Great Sects had signed a treaty to prevent an arms race among themselves.

The agreement limited the number of Original Spirit Masters each sect could have and forbade possessing more than three Spirit Roots.

If any sect had recruited Seoran, the others would have demanded concessions.

It was better for her to remain neutral.

They already had enough power to control the martial artists of the Eastern Continent.

That was why there hadn’t been any Incarnation Masters from the Eastern Continent.

Besides, the spiritual stones Seoran promised were no small amount.

To divide it into ten parts—indeed, elixirs were lucrative.

The leadership calculated that this would be enough to solve their immediate financial problems.

In the end, Seoran and the Ten Great Sects became “friends.”


Seoran gained a comfortable life under the protection of the Ten Great Sects, who ruled the Eastern Continent.

The Ten Great Sects solved both their sect facility maintenance costs and the financial decline of their banks.

It was a happy ending for everyone.

Half a year later, Seoran visited the Twin Dragon Sect bank.

Even the most suspicious ones were caught off guard at that moment.
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Seoran, in truth, had many concerns.

Did she really have to go this far?

Was there no other way to obtain the Mokseon Fruit?

Had the Ten Great Sects committed such grave offenses to warrant this?

Thus, she decided to reread the report she had written a while ago.

The furious critiques she had scrawled out in anger stood out vividly.

As time had passed, most of her anger had dissipated, but now her fury surged back up to the top of her head.

In retrospect, the post-bank-run bailout course was actually quite merciful.

Seoran made up her mind to become a righteous thief, for the sake of the martial artists of the Eastern Continent who suffered from being kicked down and having their blood drained.

Seoran pressed her forehead against the deck of the sailing ship Taryun and muttered,

“I have just lost my entire fortune on horse racing… lost everything on horse racing… my entire fortune…”

She imagined herself as a gambling addict on the brink of bankruptcy.

All sounds around her gradually faded away, and she felt as though the ground beneath her feet was collapsing into an abyss.

Finally, Seoran completely immersed herself in the role.

With a pale face, Seoran jumped off the ship.

“Master, it’s a problem if you park a flying ship in front of the bank. Please dock the ship at a designated place… Master?”

The bank clerk, who was about to ask her to move the ship, was left speechless at the sight of Seoran’s bloodless face. Without even glancing at the employee, Seoran hurriedly rushed inside the bank.

All eyes of the martial artists in the vicinity focused on Seoran, who was one of the most famous figures in the Great Forest and was acting strangely.

There was a long line at the counter.

It was the season to pay the autumn lecture fees, hence the bank was more crowded than usual.

Seoran positioned herself at the end of the shortest line.

She couldn’t stand still for a moment.

Her pupils darted around, constantly scanning her surroundings.

She flinched at the slightest sound, and her clothes were drenched in cold sweat.

She displayed all the typical signs of a nervous breakdown.

A martial artist standing right in front of Seoran spoke up.

“Master, it looks like you have something urgent. Why don’t you go ahead of me? I’ll give up my spot.”

Seoran didn’t even thank him.

She just mumbled incoherently and moved to the spot he yielded, as if she was ready to bump into the person in front.

Unable to withstand the unspoken pressure, the martial artists ahead of Seoran in line each gave up their place one by one.

Finally, Seoran reached the counter clerk.

“Uh, what brings you to the main branch today?”

The counter clerk’s voice trembled pitifully.

As someone who possessed a fair amount of common sense and cognitive ability, the clerk instantly sensed it.

This was definitely the precursor to a major incident.

The clerk cursed the heavens for letting this happen during their shift.

Seoran stuttered,

“My spiritual stones… give me my spiritual stones…”

It didn’t feel right.

The counter clerk wanted to flee immediately.

But, in order to earn a living, they had no choice.

The bank clerk, forcing a cheerful expression, asked,

“So, you wish to withdraw your deposit? Please fill out this form with the number of spiritual stones you’d like to withdraw and submit it with your depositor identification jade tag.”

Seoran didn’t even glance at the document.

“My spiritual stones… withdraw them all… hurry, give them back…”

The clerk asked desperately,

“You mean your regular deposit, right?”

But her ominous premonition was spot on.

“No, my savings! Withdraw the full amount, quickly!”

“Full withdrawal of savings, quickly.”

Seoran’s urgent cry echoed inside the bank.

Thanks to her clear enunciation, everyone understood.

The bank visitors began murmuring all at once.

The counter clerk, sweating profusely, asked,

“Master Ryu, no, no… dear customer, the ultra-long-term savings product you signed up for incurs an additional fee based on the remaining contract period if you terminate early. Are you okay with that?”

Early termination fees.

That was the Ten Great Sects’ safety net.

The astronomical early termination fees were designed to decrease proportionally based on the remaining contract period.

In a situation like this, where Seoran was terminating her savings after only a year, she would have to pay a fee exceeding 30% of the total deposit.

Because Seoran had gladly stamped her seal on the contract, the Ten Great Sects had discarded their last bit of suspicion.

After all, the Ten Great Sects had decided, after much rational discussion, to cover their budget shortfall with Seoran’s spiritual stones.

They trusted in human greed rather than Seoran herself.

Their consensus was that breaking a savings account and throwing away a third of one’s fortune over a mere change of heart didn’t make sense.

But, by nature, a sensible person cannot outsmart a mad one.

There is no such thing as an absolute in this world.

Thanks to Seoran, the Ten Great Sects learned a valuable lesson.

Now, all that was left was to pay the tuition for that lesson.

Seoran’s outcry marked the grand finale of her bank run operation.

“I’ll pay the 32% termination fee immediately! So just give me all my spiritual stones back! Now!”

The bank clerk felt like their hair was turning white.

It was all over.

They weren’t sure exactly how it ended, but that’s just how it felt.

In the end, all the bank staff were mobilized for Seoran’s withdrawal.

Even after paying a fee of over 30%, the amount of Seoran’s spiritual stones was astronomical.

There were so many that they had to measure them by volume instead of by count.

The martial artists were left speechless at the shocking situation.

Carts filled with spiritual stones lined up in a queue, moving towards Seoran’s sailing ship docked in front of the bank.

The line of carts seemed endless.

It was literally a mountain of spiritual stones.


All the bank visitors had similar questions.

The early termination fee is over 30%?

Haven’t Ryu Seoran and the Ten Great Sects been on good terms lately?

They didn’t know the details, but something definitely felt off.

The situation was indeed suspicious.

Moreover, there were many flaws in Seoran’s behavior.

With a little thought, one could quickly see through her intentions.

The martial artists of the Eastern Continent were certainly no fools.

And that was precisely why Seoran’s plan was a great success.

The smarter martial artists rushed to the counter ahead of others to withdraw their spiritual stones first.

It was true that the situation seemed a bit suspicious.

But in such a pressing moment, wasting time on unnecessary doubts was a foolish move.

The wise ones first got in line.

It was possible that something serious had happened to the Ten Great Sects.

Conversely, it could also be that Ryu Seoran was pulling a stunt.

But from the martial artists’ perspective, it didn’t matter.

As long as they hurried to withdraw their stones, there was no chance of a loss in any scenario.

The bank interior turned into chaos in an instant.

A line of carts loaded with spiritual stones moved out, a crowd rushed to the counters, and more people gathered upon hearing the commotion.

The mastermind behind this mess, Seoran, leisurely disappeared in the direction of the Great Forest, steering her fully loaded sailing ship.

At the designated meeting point, Seoran handed over the ship filled with spiritual stones to the retrieval team.

She then switched to another prepared ship, this one with an empty cargo hold, and headed to the next bank.

The next day, all the banks in the Eastern Continent ceased operations.

Banks on the brink of collapse.

The rage of the swarming depositors.

The agonized leadership of the Ten Great Sects.

Just as the entire Eastern Continent was about to go up in flames, the leaders of the Ten Great Sects each received a letter.

It was a bailout proposal from Seoran.

A long list of treasures was attached as an appendix.

The message was clear: if you want to save your sect from this crisis, hand over the treasures listed.

In the end, the Ten Great Sects were forced to kneel.

Yoo Jinguang, a Determination Breakthrough Master from the Twin Dragon Sect, pondered deeply.

How did it come to this?

How did the Ten Great Sects end up surrendering to a single martial artist?

How could such humiliation befall them in their own sect’s stronghold?

The owl puppet with violet eyes spoke.

“Why is the number of Millennium Five-Element Woods prepared less than what I demanded?! A mere mistake, you say?! Are you insane?! Did you really think such a cheap trick would work?! It seems you have no intention of saving your sect, do you?!”

One of the previously arrogant leaders of the sects bowed to the owl puppet with a servile expression.

“Master Ryu, that’s not the case at all…”

“No excuses needed! Just bring out the hidden treasures already! I have clearly documented it before! How many Millennium Five-Element Woods are in the Twin Dragon Sect’s warehouse! If we search, we’ll find everything anyway!”

When the owl wearing an armband signaled, other owls swarmed into the treasure vault.

They tore through the walls, floor, and ceiling without restraint.

Hidden treasures were found in abundance.

It was clear to everyone that they had desperately tried to hide at least a few treasures from being seized.

Seoran’s collection was nothing short of ruthless.

The immense wealth that the Twin Dragon Sect had accumulated over thousands of years of exploiting the Eastern Continent was vanishing in real time, like snow melting.

After a harsh process of forced “dieting,” less than half of the treasures remained in the warehouse.

The owls, remotely controlled by Seoran from a distance, opened the cargo hold of the large sailing ship they had brought.

The mountain of spiritual stones that had been withdrawn from the Twin Dragon Sect’s bank not long ago spilled onto the ground.

The owl squad neatly loaded the plundered treasures from the Twin Dragon Sect’s warehouse into the empty cargo hold and departed.

Even amidst the chaos, Yoo Jinguang continued to ponder.

Why had the Ten Great Sects surrendered to a single person?

Perhaps it was because they were consumed by fear.

After giving up on competition, avoiding danger, and constantly running away, they had been driven into this corner.

If they had been willing to fight back, they could have.

If they had been brave enough to give up control over the banks or the Great Forest, they wouldn’t have been so helplessly taken down.

But in trying only to avoid losses, they had ended up like this.

When did those who dreamed of ascension become seen as naive?

At some point, the Ten Great Sects had stopped taking risks.

They were merely content with their current situation.

In contrast, Ryu Seoran had wildness, determination.

So it was only natural that the Ten Great Sects had lost.

A domesticated animal cannot defeat a wild beast.

Then, a thought suddenly occurred to him.

Seoran always began every lecture with this phrase:

“Cultivation is transcendence.”


It was the desire to become a better being.

Yoo Jinguang pondered deeply once more.

And finally, he decided to leave the sect.

These days, with the regional imbalance of spiritual energy resolved, he heard it was common for like-minded martial artists to establish their own sects.

Even back when he lived in the Great Forest, he had felt it—cultivation suited his nature more than wealth or fame.
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A hideout located in the surface layer of the great forest.

The Owl Legion was moving in perfect coordination.

Ten ships continuously unloaded treasures.

After the unloading was completed, the results were revealed.

Dozens of the finest puppetry materials, the Thousand-Year Five-Element Wood.

In addition, they brought back mountains of top-tier artifacts, rare minerals, centuries-old spiritual herbs, spiritual trees, and spiritual fruits. Although there were no divine treasures, there were a few fragments.

The reward for risking danger was sweet.

For this bank run operation, Seoran’s group invested a massive amount of elixirs and spirit stones.

Without the tribute from the Mermaid Cult and financial support from two major sects, success would have been impossible. Thanks to them, the surplus funds of the Ojokmun and Geumjakpa sects were exhausted.

First, they needed to replenish the spirit stones they used.

They planned to dispose of unnecessary artifacts first.

Minerals or spiritual trees could be handed over to the Geumjakpa sect to be crafted into artifacts and sold for a higher price. The spiritual herbs and fruits were meant to be made into elixirs for Seoran’s consumption, so they should not be exchanged for spirit stones.

There was no need to take out an abacus to calculate.

It was obvious that they had made a tremendous profit.

All thanks to the involuntary sponsorship of the Ten Great Sects.

Even without factoring in the spiritual fruits, that was the case.

The Ten Great Sects had hidden away five spiritual fruits.

They were indeed quite shameless.

Seoran carefully opened the large wooden box lid.

Three wood fruits and two earth fruits greeted Seoran. Honestly, there was a sense of disappointment. It would have been better if there were fire or water fruits.

Seoran already possessed Earth Root.

One wood fruit was enough.

No additional effects would come from greedily consuming more.

The remaining four spiritual fruits would likely be shared among the Ojokmun and Geumjakpa spiritual cultivators.

Seoran, still feeling a bit attached, fiddled with the wood fruit for no reason.

Of course, the impossible wish for three ordinary spiritual fruits to combine into a golden spiritual fruit did not come true. After a while, Seoran finally popped one wood fruit into their mouth and closed the lid of the wooden box.

Thus, Seoran became a wielder of the Wood, Earth, and Metal Roots.

With this, Seoran achieved their goal of visiting the Eastern Continent.

They obtained the desired Wood Root and incidentally gave the Ten Great Sects a good scolding.

However, they did not return to the Western Continent immediately.

It was now time to cultivate the wood attribute spiritual energy technique.

After all, that was the reason they sought the wood spiritual fruit in the first place.

The great forest, filled with wood spiritual energy on all sides, was almost the perfect place to build up their wooden spiritual power.

There seemed to be no need to stay long.

Approximately half a year would be enough.

Seoran planned to return around spring next year.

Seoran took out a book of cultivation techniques from inside their clothes.

****************

The name of the wood attribute spiritual energy cultivation technique obtained by Ojokmun through negotiations with Yakmokpa was “Chukseong Gaehwagong.”

It is said to mean “Blooming by praying for prosperity.”

Its primary efficacy was in managing the growth of plants.

Seoran wanted to try out this new power.

So, they bought a sapling.

It was a small apple tree.

Seoran planted the sapling in a suitable spot.

Then, they employed Chukseong Gaehwagong.

The power of wood-based spiritual energy began to accelerate the growth of the apple tree.

The sapling, slightly taller than an adult’s height, grew into a fully mature tree in the blink of an eye.

Soon, well-ripened apples fell to the ground in abundance.

It was as if time had been fast-forwarded.

Seoran picked up a fruit that had rolled to their feet.

Judging by its scent and color, it was an ordinary apple.

When they cut it in half, the white flesh appeared.

Seoran extended their tongue to lick the apple’s flesh.

It tasted sweet, confirming it was properly ripe.

It was good enough to be sold in the market right away.

As they gazed at the two apple halves, curiosity arose.

What would happen if Chukseong Gaehwagong were used directly on the apple seeds? Would it work on seeds that had not yet sprouted? Or would it only be effective if planted in the ground?

There was only one way to find out.

Seoran immediately applied the technique.

Their curiosity was quickly resolved.

The two apple halves in Seoran’s hands, along with the numerous apple seeds inside them, sprouted all at once.

The roots stretched in all directions, entangling each other and swallowing Seoran.

Seoran continued using the cultivation technique without stopping.

The apple trees that grew on their hands rapidly expanded.

Countless apple fruits fell to the ground soon after.

And immediately, the seeds within the fruit sprouted.

With each generation, the total number of apple trees increased exponentially.

In this manner, if spiritual energy were unlimited, it was theoretically possible to fill the entire world with just a single seed.

Depending on the user’s ingenuity, this cultivation technique could be used in limitless ways.

Seoran wanted to get out from between the tree roots.

So, they reversed the flow of Chukseong Gaehwagong.

The apple trees withered and eventually crumbled to dust.

It had been a truly productive time.

********

After numerous experiments, Seoran realized something.

Chukseong Gaehwagong was certainly an excellent technique.

But it wasn’t without its limits.

The first thing that came to Seoran’s mind was the issue of food production.


If crops could be mass-produced using Chukseong Gaehwagong, it could save labor drastically.

Then Seoran understood why Yakmokpa had not done so.

The plan to duplicate food was technically a success.

However, it was questionable whether it was worth using a spiritual cultivator’s time and vast spiritual power for this purpose.

The cultivation sects were structured to invest heavily in promising talents to benefit collectively. There was no reason for a spiritual cultivator to do anything else instead of their training, even if it was to give the ordinary cultivators a bit of free time.

Frankly, the current method of Ojokmun was more efficient.

Using earth-attribute fertilizer spells and water-attribute spells to make it rain was enough.

If they just waited, the earth would do the rest.

Thanks to the animal farm Seoran had created, even the ordinary cultivators didn’t have to cut grass themselves.

For these reasons, Seoran abandoned the plan to duplicate food.

The next thought was to duplicate spiritual herbs.

Like the previous plan, this one also failed.

Plants rich in spiritual energy, like spiritual herbs, spiritual trees, and spiritual fruits, had clear limits to their growth acceleration, unlike apple trees.

The growth speed of ordinary plants with almost no spiritual energy could be accelerated to nearly infinite levels.

However, no matter how much effort was put into it, spiritual herbs, spiritual trees, and spiritual fruits could only be accelerated by a few times at most.

For spiritual herbs that took a thousand years to mature, it could at best shorten the time by six to seven hundred years.

Eventually, the best use Seoran found was cultivating spiritual herbs that took decades to grow for use in ordinary elixirs.

For reference, Yakmokpa was already doing this.

It was essentially reinventing the wheel.

But Seoran did not give up.

They constantly pondered ways to utilize Chukseong Gaehwagong.

And finally, they achieved what they desired.

An extraordinary inspiration struck.

Brilliant ideas often tended to come from rather unexpected places, rather than the research lab.

Archimedes realized how to verify if our king’s crown was made of pure gold while sitting in his bathtub.

Then, he ran out naked, shouting, “Eureka!”

Isaac Newton is said to have discovered the law of universal gravitation by watching an apple fall from a tree.

Whether that is true or not, who knows?

Seoran’s case was somewhat similar.

The place where inspiration struck was in the House of the Straight Trunk.

Calling it a house might be an exaggeration—it was really just an open space.

Seoran was there, socializing with his friend, Straight Trunk, and Straight Trunk’s friend, Burning Branch.

They were enjoying fertile soil and nutrients.

This was the cultural life trending among the Five Elements Human Trees.

While their roots were buried in nutrient-rich fertile soil, Straight Trunk asked,

“Did you really close the Great Rift?”

Seoran, who also had his feet buried in the fertile soil, replied,

“Yes, that’s right. It was a fantastic adventure that saved the Eastern Continent.”

He wiggled his toes.

He did it because Straight Trunk and Burning Branch suggested it, but other than the cool feeling, he didn’t see what was so great about it.

That was natural, as Seoran was a human, not a tree.

Instead, he had the pointless thought that this might be an indirect kiss from the perspective of a species that absorbs nutrients through their roots.

Burning Branch said,

“Then, it must be thanks to you that the expansion of the Erosion Zone has stopped in the past decade? You practically saved the entire Five Elements Human Tree society.”

Straight Trunk followed,

“Indeed. Now that I think about it, there are fewer doomsayers predicting that the entire domain of the Five Elements Human Trees would turn into an Erosion Zone.”

Seoran asked,

“There were doomsayers?”

Straight Trunk replied,

“Yes, quite a lot. Whenever they got the chance, they would go outside the great forest, clamoring that we should drive out the humans and claim the land for the future saplings to live safely.”

“Oh, right. The Five Elements Human Trees can’t go into the deep layers of the great forest, can they? Because of something called the pull of the Netherworld or whatever.”

Burning Branch answered,

“That’s correct. It drains all the spiritual power in their bodies. So, they eventually lose their spiritual energy and collapse under their own weight. As you know, the Five Elements Human Trees are very large.”

Seoran asked,


“So, they use spiritual power to support their massive size. But can they sustain the consumption? I know a spell for enlarging myself, and it was tough to maintain, especially when I was at a lower level.”

Burning Branch swayed its elegant branches and replied,

“The bodies of the Five Elements Human Trees are inherently excellent at generating and storing spiritual power. Moreover, until they reach adulthood, their recovery rate and storage capacity keep increasing with age. Unless it’s a special case like the pull of the Netherworld, they won’t lack spiritual power throughout their lives.”

Upon hearing this, Seoran had a flash of inspiration.

He wondered if, by properly utilizing the dozens of Thousand-Year Five-Element Trees, he could create a truly gigantic puppet.
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The Ojukmun and Geumjak sects were in a festive mood.

This was because they had boldly raised the stakes and hit the jackpot.

Seoran had obtained the Sanyoung Root, and the two factions had become wealthy.

There was no need to worry about how to distribute the treasure since the financial departments of the two factions had already become one. The merger process was progressing smoothly.

The joint leadership was gathered in the conference room again today.

They had just finished discussing the construction of a gigantic flying apparatus for joint ascension.

The next topic on the agenda was an issue related to Seoran’s root.

The chairman spoke.

“Now, let’s start the discussion on how to acquire the root. Those with opinions, please speak freely.”

Someone raised their hand and spoke.

“First of all, when exactly is the Sun of the Water Epoch coming? You mentioned that more precise predictions would be possible as the time approaches. Has the final result come out?”

An astronomer stood up and answered.

“The final result is not yet available. However, we have significantly reduced the margin of error. The next Sun of the Water Epoch will come in about 13 to 15 years. The celestial observation team is doing its best to make a more accurate prediction. You need not worry too much.”

Another person spoke up.

“So, we just need to solve the Fire Root. I hope we can find the Fire Gourd within the next five years. If we can do that, we can obtain the Water Root while harmonizing it with the Death Root.”

“That would indeed be the best outcome. We could bring forward the timing of the ascension by several years. For monks with little time left, a difference of just a few months could mean the difference between life and death.”

“It seems reasonable to focus on obtaining the Fire Root first. Personally, I would like to ascend with as many monks as possible.”

“But how are we supposed to find the Fire Gourd? Honestly, it’s impossible within the Western Continent. Unlike the Eastern Continent, there are no vast unexplored areas, and would a precious item like the Gourd still be left without an owner?”

“Where did Investigator Ryu obtain the Golden Gourd?”

“Investigator Yeo obtained it after subjugating a great monster. Does everyone remember the incident decades ago when Haeseonmun was in trouble? It was the one where some great monster called something like ‘Ghost Mind’ wreaked havoc all the way to the coast.”

“Oh, now that you mention it, I remember.”

“In the end, it seems that even the Golden Gourd drifted in from outside the Western Continent. We will probably need to look for the Fire Gourd on another continent. According to the literature on other continents, the Southern Continent is said to be very hot, which makes it seem highly likely that the Fire Gourd could be found there.”

The conversation began to shift towards ocean navigation.

“How do we even get to another continent? To use a safe route, we must pass through the center of the world, and I doubt the One-Eyed Dragon will just watch quietly. But we can’t cross the dangerous seas either…”

“If we travel to another continent via a safe route, we won’t make it in time. It takes years to go, and years to return. By the time we come back, the Sun of the Water Epoch will already have passed.”

“What about using the transmission arrays? The archaeologists have been researching them for nearly a decade now. Haven’t they achieved anything?”

“They say it’s impossible to build one from scratch, but simple repairs are currently feasible.”

“That doesn’t help us much in our current situation.”

At that moment, someone casually remarked.

“Why not just go through the dangerous seas? It would be much faster than taking the long way around on a safe route.”

Another person offered a reasonable counterargument.

“Even if all of the Wonyoung Qi Investigators from Ojukmun and Geumjak factions depart together, there’s no guarantee that any of them will arrive. Unless they’re at least at the level of a Fire Spirit Qi Master, it’s too dangerous. We might as well wait for a few more decades.”

But reason was, once again, defeated without a fight.

“Wouldn’t it be fine if we traveled with the Dragon Lady?”

“What?”

They all tended to forget sometimes, but Damcheong was a dragon.

****************

While the joint leadership was conversing with Damcheong on the Western Continent, Seoran was deep within the Great Forest.

It was springtime, and it was time for her to return home.

During her stay in the Great Forest, she had made friends with the Five Elements Masked Spirits and had significantly strengthened her spiritual power.

As Seoran waited her turn near the transmission array, she encountered archaeologists who had just arrived from the Eastern Continent.

“Oh, hello.”

“Greetings, Investigator Ryu. Are you heading back?”

“Yes, I’ve finished all my business here. Ah, by the way, here you go. This is the record on the folklore, history, and culture of the Five Elements Masked Spirits that you requested last time. I tried to be as detailed as possible, but there are still many parts that may be lacking.”

The archaeologist accepted the stack of papers Seoran handed over.

“Thank you so much. You have made a great contribution to the advancement of archaeology, Investigator Ryu.”

“Do you think even such recent materials will be helpful in archaeology?”

“The Five Elements Masked Spirits live up to ten thousand years, don’t they? Their society has likely not changed much from tens of thousands of years ago to the present. That’s the greatest characteristic of long-lived species.”

Seoran nodded slightly and then said.

“I’m glad to hear it was helpful.”

“It was very helpful indeed. Thank you once again. But what is that basket under your arm?”

“Oh, this?”

Seoran opened the basket lid.

A three-eyed rabbit spirit, the Three-Eyed Rabbit, peeked out and greeted them.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Three-Eyed Rabbit.”

The archaeologists greeted in return.

“Oh, nice to meet you.”

“This must be the local collaborator mentioned in the report?”

“Did you recruit it into your faction?”

Seoran nodded.

“Yes, a spirit beast with spiritual eyes is quite rare. I took this opportunity to recruit it. Three-Eyed Rabbit, isn’t the Western Continent much better than your hometown which doesn’t even have a single fruit?”

Three-Eyed Rabbit replied with a serious expression.

“Hometown? The depths of the Great Forest? Not at all! From the moment I took the entrance oath, Ojukmun has been my only home.”

Seoran responded with a smile.

“Well, that’s how it is,” 

At that moment, the transmission array manager shouted.

“Number 132! Number 132, please come to the transmission array!”

It was Seoran’s turn.

“Oh, I guess I have to go now. It’s my turn.”

The archaeologists waved their hands.

“Yes, take care.”

“Thank you again for the records.”

Seoran was about to enter with a jump again.

Then, she noticed a large warning sign and decided against it.

It stated that jumping into the transmission array was dangerous.

Seoran carefully stepped onto the transmission symbol.

**************

Seoran returned home after two years.

There were no noticeable changes.


However, Jang Seonhwa had grown to the point of being unrecognizable.

Seoran asked.

“Seonhwa, how old are you this year?”

Jang Seonhwa, who had grown so much, answered.

“I’m sixteen now, Teacher!”

“Oh, I see…”

In fact, Seoran already knew the answer.

If she subtracted 25 years from her age, that would be Jang Seonhwa’s age.

She asked because she simply couldn’t believe it.

How could she have grown bigger than Hohemun?

She knew it was too late, but she was curious about the secret.

However, she couldn’t show her assistant an undignified side.

To change the subject, Seoran opened the basket.

“Seonhwa, say hello. This is Three-Eyed Rabbit.”

Three-Eyed Rabbit hopped out of the basket.

Jang Seonhwa’s pretty eyes curved into the shape of a crescent moon.

Her gaze was filled with nothing but friendliness.

She seemed not to mind that the creature had three eyes.

Jang Seonhwa knelt down and said.

“Hello, Three-Eyed Rabbit. I’m Jang Seonhwa.”

Three-Eyed Rabbit rubbed his front paws together and replied.

“Hello! I look forward to getting along with you, hehe.”

Seoran introduced Three-Eyed Rabbit to the maids as well. She decided to introduce him to Damcheong, who was out for a while, later. Three-Eyed Rabbit naturally began living in Seoran’s mansion.

A pleasant snack time with two people and one rabbit.

Jang Seonhwa took out a small flute from her pocket and played it.

It was a call signal for the Human-Faced Bird.

For reference, it was at a frequency that humans couldn’t hear.

However, Seoran could hear it clearly.

Thanks to her consistently trained sixth sense, it had long been possible for her to detect sounds beyond the audible range.

Judging by the Three-Eyed Rabbit’s long ears twitching, it seemed he could hear it too.

From a distance, a Human-Faced Bird flew over.

The head of a cute girl and the body of a sparrow.

That was why Jang Seonhwa wasn’t surprised to see Three-Eyed Rabbit.

Jang Seonhwa stroked the Human-Faced Bird’s chin and asked.

“How is it, Teacher? Isn’t it really cute?”

Seoran replied hesitantly.

“Yes, it is cute.”

Of course, Seoran was no longer a sixteen-year-old girl.

The Earthling who was once startled by seeing a spirit beast like the Human-Faced Bird for the first time had died long ago.

The Human-Faced Bird, which used to feel somewhat eerie, now just seemed adorable.

What Seoran was worried about was a different matter.

Jang Seonhwa liked anything that was fluffy.

She was only concerned that Seonhwa might throw away puppet art to become a spirit beast sorcerer.

It seemed unlikely, but you never know how things might turn out.

As an artist, Seoran felt it was her duty to guide her assistant down the path of proper aesthetics.

Fortunately, it wasn’t too late yet.

Seoran spoke.

“Seonhwa, shall we go make some dolls? It’s been a while.”

Jang Seonhwa threw her arms up in delight.

“Yay!”

The door to the puppet workshop closed firmly.

*******************

A few days later, Lageum who had come to visit Seoran exclaimed in admiration.

“Wow, it’s so cute…”

Seoran smiled triumphantly.

“Right? It’s cute, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. This is a Long-tailed Tit, isn’t it?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Lageum was entranced as she gazed at the bird.

Black button-like eyes, its entire body covered with white feathers.

Seoran’s sculpture, intentionally made to be adorable, had a captivating charm.

Lageum even thought that her beloved sister had no greater wish than for her to continue making such dolls forever.

She asked.

“Does it still move?”

Seoran shook her head.

“No, this is just a miniature model.”

“Really? How big is the real one?”

Lageum wasn’t too worried.


She guessed it would be about 5 cheok (approximately 150 cm), as the owl doll was around that size.

Seoran answered cheerfully.

“The actual height is just a little over 1 li (about 400 meters).”

“Sister, what are you talking about…”

Lageum unconsciously turned serious.
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A giant Eurasian pygmy owl, 400 meters tall. Lageum naturally tried to stop it.

“Sis, this really doesn’t seem right. An owl that’s 1 ri tall? If you piled up that much dirt, it would be a mountain.”

But the superhuman Ryu Seoran did not back down.

“That’s precisely a mortal’s way of thinking, Lageum. How do you expect to ascend to the divine realm with such weak thoughts? Cultivation is transcendence, meaning to become a true practitioner, you must not be bound by the limitations of common people! Cast off your shell and fully unleash your potential!”

“You’ve cast off too much! You’re on the verge of getting charged for public indecency. Anyway, what about the problem with spiritual power? You said last time there was a limit with the self-recharging mechanism, which is why you can only carry a thousand owl dolls. So how are you going to move such a massive doll?”

Seoran smirked with a smug expression.

“Curious?”

Lageum  obediently nodded.

“Yes.”

“Then I have no choice but to kindly teach you. Here’s a question! Why do centennial or millennial Five Elements Trees exist, but there’s no ten-thousand-year-old Five Elements Tree?”

“Hey, that’s true! You definitely said before that Five Elements Trees can live for more than ten thousand years. So why are there no ten-thousand-year-old trees?”

Seoran wiggled her index finger and said.

“That’s because of the unique growth method of the Five Elements Trees. Once they reach a thousand years, their physical structure stops changing. So whether it’s a branch trimming from a thousand-year-old or a ten-thousand-year-old tree, there’s no qualitative difference.”

“That’s strange. Does their growth really stop at a thousand years? Don’t species that live for thousands of years generally get stronger as they age?”

“Think of it the other way around. Isn’t it like saying they reach their species’ limit within just a thousand years? Five Elements Trees grow unimaginably strong even if they only live a thousand years. Their ability to generate and store spiritual power is overwhelming. It’s no wonder they crushed the Great Sect Alliance of the Eastern Continent.”

Lageum  brought the conversation back to the main point.

“Anyway, so what’s the bottom line?”

“First, Five Elements Trees have excellent spiritual power generation and storage capabilities. Second, they stop growing once they exceed a thousand years. Third, these two traits also apply to millennial Five Elements Trees.”

“So in the end, you’re saying that millennial Five Elements Trees are excellent materials?”

Seoran’s words sped up.

“You shouldn’t think so simply. Saying they don’t grow means they’re in an extremely stable structural state. And they’re materials with excellent spiritual power generation and storage capabilities. Truly…”

Lageum  quickly cut Seoran off.

“Wait a minute, sis. Keep it as concise as possible.”

“If you use millennial Five Elements Trees, you create the ultimate spiritual power storage.”

“In other words, you’re saying that you’ll store spiritual power in advance and then use it as needed, right? By making some kind of storage container out of the millennial Five Elements Tree.”

Seoran answered.

“Yes, exactly. I plan to use it as the core of the giant Eurasian pygmy owl doll. It’s all ready now—want to see?”

Lageum looked puzzled, as if she couldn’t quite imagine it.

“I’d like to see it. I’m curious about what it looks like.”

“Then let’s go right away.”

Seoran suddenly pulled a horn from her sleeve and blew it.

Two owl dolls, which had been standing like statues next to the gate, soared into the air with a gust of wind.

They quickly grabbed Seoran and Lageum ‘s shoulders with their talons.

Lageum recalled an old memory she had tried hard to suppress.

“Oh no…”

Seoran poked her sister’s side with her index finger.

“You said last time you wanted to try riding on Ja-Ahn-Hyo. I made a note in my notebook this time so I wouldn’t forget.”

Unfortunately, Lageum’s wish for her to forget had not come true.

The two flew at supersonic speed to the quarry.

It was the same place where they had previously made the Bamboo Missile and the Golden Steel Yaksha.

Since the giant doll couldn’t be created in the doll workshop at the mansion, they had to choose this location.

When Lageum  finally set foot on the ground, she asked.

“Sis, is this the millennial Five Elements Tree?”

“Yes, it looks a bit different now, doesn’t it?”

“It’s more than just a bit different…”

Dozens of millennial Five Elements Trees were gathered together in a spherical shape.

Pointing at the vines wrapped around the sphere,Lageum asked.

“Sis, what are these vines? Did you tie them around the piled-up millennial Five Elements Trees to keep them from falling?”

“They’re also part of the millennial Five Elements Tree.”

“What? The millennial Five Elements Tree was already cut down. How are these fresh vines growing from it?”

“I grafted them together a little while ago.”

Grafting is the act of combining two different plants into one.

Usually, it involves making incisions on both plants and then attaching them to each other.

When done correctly, it could merge the strengths of both plants.

Under normal circumstances, it would have been impossible.

The millennial Five Elements Tree was already a dead tree.

But after grafting it with a living Spiritual Tree and tirelessly injecting spiritual power using the Blossom Cultivation Technique, somehow it worked.

This was the way Seoran had envisioned using the Blossom Cultivation Technique.

“So you revived a dead tree like that?”

“Yes, it was really difficult. There was hardly any reaction at first.”

“How did you come up with such an idea?”

“Naturally, a living tree would perform much better than a dead one. So, I just gave it a shot. It took a lot of effort, but fortunately, the results turned out well. Once it was all done, I felt so proud.”

“How many types did you combine? I see a variety of flowers blooming and even thorny vines.”

“Around thirty types, more or less.”

“Wow, that’s amazing.”

Lageum couldn’t hide her admiration.

Combining over thirty kinds of spiritual herbs and trees into one—truly, it was the mystery of life.

Then, a thought suddenly occurred to her.

“Um, sis…”

“What?”

“So, the millennial Five Elements Tree is basically a byproduct of pruning the Five Elements Tree, right?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Then, the fact that you revived a dead millennial Five Elements Tree through grafting… isn’t that, well, a bit… ethically questionable?”

 “Oh, I see what you mean. But don’t worry, Lageum. Even if it’s a pruning byproduct, it’s like a strand of hair to a person. Are you worried that the doll core created through grafting might somehow grow a consciousness?”

Lageum started to sweat nervously.

“Right? This is all fine, isn’t it? I’m just worrying over nothing, right?”

Seoran smiled broadly and patted her sister’s back.

“Of course, Lageum. A doll with self-awareness is something you can only achieve if you reach the ultimate stage of doll arts. It’s halfway in the realm of imagination. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Lageum took a step back from the doll core 


“Okay, sis.”

It was around early summer.

*****************

The preparations for creating the giant doll proceeded smoothly.

Tentatively named the Giant Eurasian Pygmy Owl.

An ethically 100% safe doll core was completed.

The blueprint was finished, so large it could be used as a picnic mat.

Now, all that was left was to gather the materials and begin the construction.

But this was the most challenging part.

A giant doll that stands 1 ri (about 400 meters) tall should actually be classified as a building rather than a doll.

Even with the reserve supplies stocked in the Ojuk Gate or the Geumjakpa warehouse, it would be hard to complete even one leg.

And it wasn’t like they could simply use the cheap stone scattered around the quarry to make it.

If the highest-quality materials weren’t used, the giant doll would collapse under its own weight.

Seoran prepared an order to send to the subterranean world.

The requested item: top-grade minerals.

The required quantity: literally a mountain.

The payment: agricultural produce.

The humanoid bird took the order to the logistics hub.

Now, all Seoran had left to do was to gather the crops for payment.

It was time once again for the Blossom Cultivation Technique to take the stage.

Pointing to the farmland, Seoran declared,

“Grow, potatoes, grow!”

Potatoes, a vital crop that no one could eat without, spilled out like grains of sand.

The farm-hand dolls controlled by the Animal Farm worked the hoes furiously.

The transport dolls ran nonstop.

Next, it was the sweet potatoes’ turn.

“Now, sweet potatoes!”

Sweet potatoes gushed out onto the ground like a flood.

There wasn’t a single inch of space left in the soil.

Once again, the pottery dolls rushed in.

Seoran felt the true power of a goddess of the earth.

It didn’t matter what the Labyrinth Burrowers liked.

If she grew everything, at least one would hit the mark.

All the crops that had infinitely multiplied under Seoran’s Blossom Cultivation Technique were transported to the processing factory.

It sounds grand, but it was just a place where investigators who came seeking spiritual stones prepared the crops.

It was a sweet gig, with the daily wage being a small spiritual stone.

The processed crops were then sorted into bags and boxes by part-time workers in the packaging department.

Seoran’s crops were loaded onto a cargo ship that she had chartered for a while and sent to the logistics hub.


The next mission of the cargo ship was to return loaded with minerals traded for the crops.

Seoran’s crops were immensely popular.

Because they were grown in a place rich in heavenly and earthly energy, they were top quality with no trace of impurity.

The Labyrinth Burrowers, despite appearances, were quite the gourmets and could discern even the smallest differences.

In short, the material procurement went smoothly.



 
  
    Chapter 109: Blueprint – 4


When constructing the giant puppet, the part Seoran focused on the most was the joints connecting the different components.

The Three-Headed, Six-Armed Diamond Spirit, hastily assembled from cheap stones, had met its end by falling apart in mid-air. She never wanted to repeat that experience.

So, Seoran decided to minimize the number of joints.

Generally, the number of parts is inversely proportional to durability.

Why this is the case could be clearly understood by striking a mechanical clock with an iron pipe.

When making the puppet core, she grafted dozens of millennial Five Elements Woods and over thirty types of spirit herbs and spirit trees for the same reason.

By combining everything into one, it wouldn’t easily break down from external shocks.

Of course, there was also the intention of improving the efficiency of generating and storing spiritual power in the materials.

The giant puppet’s components were divided into three main parts:

A puppet core operated by the spiritual power of Wood, a metal frame operated by the spiritual power of Metal, and a rock exterior operated by the spiritual power of Earth. 

The puppet core was already made.

Seoran then proceeded with the second step, the creation of the metal frame.

Theoretically, the best method would be to cast the entire frame of the giant puppet in one piece.

With no joints to speak of, it was certain to achieve an ideal level of durability. However, like all ideal solutions, it had to confront realistic limitations.

The very idea of casting a single-piece metal frame for a 400-meter-tall giant puppet was unrealistic. And what about the joints?

What she wanted to make was not a statue that stood still, unable to move, but a puppet.

In the end, some degree of compromise was necessary.

Seoran decided to use the following method:

First, she divided the frame of the giant puppet into joint units.

Next, she segmented the frame based on the maximum size that could be cast.

Now, the only thing left was to connect the fragments to each other.

The joint areas between the frame fragments were too large to be resolved by welding alone.

The same applied to even the strongest adhesives.

So, she decided to make the joints like a puzzle.

A complex three-dimensional puzzle in the form of a cast puzzle or a loop of wisdom.

Such high-difficulty puzzles could not be disassembled unless the pieces were moved in the correct direction, angle, and order.

Inspired by the loop of wisdom, the joint parts were firmly connected while moving smoothly.

If the metallic construction method using Bijeoltchalbi Non-Iron Gold was used to further enhance durability, it would withstand even the giant’s joint attacks.

Thus, the metal frame of the giant puppet was completed.

The only thing left was the rock exterior.

Surprisingly, this part was the easiest.

It was all thanks to the earthcraft technique known as Jeoktojeonhaegyeong.

The effect of Jeoktojeonhaegyeong was to restore the damaged primary material of the earthen artifacts, which was stone.

And the category of what was recognized as “damaged” was quite broad.

When she placed two square-cut stones tightly together and used Jeoktojeonhaegyeong, they merged.

Seoran began stacking hexagonal stones one by one around the metal frame she had made earlier. Once she had tightly fitted all the components together and used Jeoktojeonhaegyeong, the exterior wall was complete. Adhesives were unnecessary.

The metal frame tightly encased within the stone exterior was reminiscent of reinforced concrete.

Seoran belatedly recalled the issue of the thermal expansion coefficients of the metal and stone she used as components. She worried about what would happen if the giant puppet were to break down due to the difference in thermal expansion coefficients when it traveled to the scorching Southern Continent.

But the concern was short-lived.

Upon further thought, it seemed unlikely that a mineral with spiritual properties would be affected by external temperatures. The giant puppet was not likely to fall apart midair while flying to the Southern Continent.

Seoran looked up with pride at the 400-meter-tall giant Long-tailed Tit she had created.

In truth, it wasn’t quite complete yet.

The internal construction had not even begun. But its majestic form alone was enough to make her feel satisfied.

Seoran spoke softly.

“Your name from now on is Shiksan Daebung.”

Shiksan Daebung, meaning “the great roc that eats mountains.”

By the way, the Daebung, or great roc, is the name of a giant bird said to fly ninety thousand leagues in a day. Unlike on Earth, where it was a mythical creature, it was said to actually exist in the Northern Continent.

The seasons passed quickly.

At last, the adorable Shiksan Daebung was completed.

Because of its enormous size, it could only be viewed from afar.

Looking up at it closely would give you a neckache.

The total construction period was two years.

Considering that Seoran usually finished even civil engineering projects in a single day, this was quite a long time.

The delay was mainly due to her many considerations regarding the layout of the internal facilities.

The giant puppet Shiksan Daebung was intended to serve as a puppet mothership, a resource warehouse, and a mobile base.

Its important facilities included resource storage, material processing facilities, a puppet production factory, an owl hangar, a puppet core control room, living quarters, and a seed vault.

She had crammed in every facility she could think of.

Despite the seemingly haphazard installation of the internal facilities, there was still plenty of empty space because it was built so large.

It was truly a masterpiece.

*******************

A lot had happened over the past two years.

Which of those events were trivial and which were significant would likely depend on individual opinions.

However, from the perspective of the joint leadership, two major events stood out.

First, preparations for the expedition to the Southern Continent were complete.

Second, Seoran had finally harmonized the Three Spiritual Roots.

Even as she spent all day in the quarry, fiddling with pieces of minerals, she fulfilled her duties.

Through steady consumption of medicinal pills, sauna sessions, and training, she had finally reached the status of a true Three Spiritual Roots Master. Even the spiritual power of Wood, which had always felt as awkward as using her left hand, could now be freely manipulated.

Now, it was time to create the fourth, the Fire Root.

The joint leadership immediately organized an expedition team.

Since Seoran and Damcheong were participating in the expedition to the Southern Continent, additional combat forces were unnecessary.

Instead, they gathered experts from all fields to form the best think tank.

Ojukmun and Geumjak factions were unaware of the current situation in the Southern Continent.

Therefore, no matter how meticulously they planned in advance, the expedition team was bound to encounter unexpected situations. The role of the think tank members was to assist Seoran and Damcheong in making the right decisions at such times.

The two-person team already had more than enough strength.

All that was needed was to supplement the lack of specialized knowledge.

The think tank would function as an external brain.

Seoran, Damcheong, and the think tank disappeared into the beak of the giant puppet, held by the talons of the owl legion. Considering various factors, Shiksan Daebung was chosen as the means of transportation for the Southern Continent expedition team. This decision was heavily influenced by the impressive specifications of Shiksan Daebung submitted by Seoran to the joint leadership.

That summer, with the farewell of the monks from the Ojukmun and Geumjak factions, Shiksan Daebung disappeared into the southeastern sky.

The operational guidelines of the Southern Continent expedition were simple:


If possible, they should secure a method to create the Fire Root within five years, before Seoran turned 48.

If they failed to achieve this primary objective, they were to return to the Western Continent without delay.

Everything else would have to be dealt with through improvisation.

********************

A city at the bottom of the deep sea.

The leader of the Merfolk sect climbed onto the podium and shouted:

“Due to the absence of the Dragon God and the Earth Mother God who are staying at the Ojukmun on land, there will be no pilgrimage to the sacred site for the time being!”

A sudden announcement of service suspension.

The merfolk, who had gathered in droves in front of the Dragon Palace after hearing that the divine voice would be transmitted, cried out in anguish.

“Graaah!”

“What did he say?!”

“This can’t be true!”

It had been over twenty years since the Earth Mother God, Seoran, and the Second Dragon God, Damcheong, had become the gods of the Merfolk sect.

The merfolk were in shock.

The screams turned into murmurs before long.

“Pilgrimage… suspended?”

“Abandoned? Ugh, my head…”

“The Dragon God is leaving us again?”

“The deep sea is so dark…”

“Please don’t abandon us…”

“This is hell…”

“It’s cold, Earth Mother God…”

“No, that can’t be true…”

Then, someone in the crowd spoke up.

“I knew this would happen!”

All eyes of the merfolk turned to the speaker.

The speaker, a merfolk agitator, shouted louder.

To be exact, it was not a merfolk but a demon called Manyoungchung disguised as one.

“What did I tell you?! The gods always abandon us! The First Dragon God, the Second Dragon God, and the Earth Mother God too! In this world, there is only the cruel void!”

A master of sowing discord who always poured oil on the fire, Manyoungchung’s tongue lashed like a knife.

As Manyoungchung’s voice grew louder, the hearts of the merfolk around him darkened.

But it didn’t last long.

The leader quickly reassured the believers.

“Everyone, do not worry! Here, I have a document personally bestowed by the gods! The Earth Mother God and the Dragon God, the Dragon God and the Earth Mother God, have declared that they will return within five years at the latest! And that’s not all!”

The leader began reading the document written by Seoran.

It stated that five years later, on their return from the Southern Continent, they planned to visit the underwater city and hold a Dragon God Festival.

It even included a promise to stay in the Dragon Palace for an extended period about ten years later.

The merfolk cheered.

“We believed in them!”

“So did I, so did I!”


“Long live the Dragon God!”

“Long live the Earth Mother God!”

Seeing the merfolk’s hearts purified in an instant, Manyoungchung, who had been tirelessly agitating, muttered to himself.

“Ah, it’s hopeless… I should have gone to the Southern Continent like my other cousins… What wealth and glory did I hope to gain by staying in this underwater city… I have no idea…”

Manyoungchung disappeared to the south, feeling desolate.



 
  
    Chapter 110: Southern Continent Expedition


Long-distance voyages are really boring.

If you assume you’re on a ship for about two days, the novelty of watching the sea doesn’t even last two hours.

The rest is just an endless stretch of boredom.

Naturally, the Southern Continent Expedition had prepared countermeasures for this monotony.

The Sikshan Daebung was fully equipped with leisure facilities.

There was a library, a training ground, a swimming pool, and an arboretum — the facilities were somewhat limited in size, but they had everything one could need.

The expedition members each killed time in their own ways.

Some enjoyed their hobbies, others chatted with each other, or read books they hadn’t finished. Naturally, some practiced or slept.

Seoran used this time to train her sixth sense.

She could use it to some extent already, but she wanted to reach a more refined level.

The expanding spherical sense had grown to encompass the entire Sikshan Daebung.

Seoran could now perceive the inside of the Sikshan Daebung as clearly as if she were looking at her palm.

To protect the privacy of the expedition members, she deliberately lowered the clarity of her perception.

Like a low-resolution image, the blurred shapes of the passengers were each busily moving around.

Among them, a particularly small and busy figure was detected.

Seeing something sticking up from the head, it was Damcheong.

Damcheong roamed around the interior of the Sikshan Daebung like a cleaning robot.

She stopped by the swimming pool to splash around, then went to the library.

After flipping through a few books in the library and losing interest, she moved to the training ground.

She kicked a ball around alone for a while, then entered the arboretum.

There, she tore at innocent petals and leaves before leaving the arboretum and heading toward where Seoran was.

Seoran stopped her meditation and opened the door.

The visitor, who was just about to knock, seemed slightly flustered.

Damcheong, her eyes wide, asked,

“Did you come out because you were bored?”

Her expression was filled with a desperate hope that Seoran would say yes.

She seemed to be quite bored.

Seoran nodded and said,

“Yes, I’m a bit tired of meditating. I feel like playing with something. Or maybe eating something delicious would be good.”

Damcheong smiled brightly and said,

“Don’t worry! I’m here, aren’t I?”

Seoran and Damcheong happily explored the leisure facilities.

They first went to the swimming pool and enjoyed playing in the water.

Then they borrowed a plant encyclopedia from the library and compared the real plants in the arboretum with the pictures.

Finally, they even kicked a ball together in the training ground.

With the ball tucked under her arm, Damcheong said,

“Seoran, you’re really terrible at kicking a ball.”

“This isn’t my true ability. It’s just because I haven’t played ball in so long. Do you want to see my true skills?”

Damcheong shook her head vigorously.

Seoran, pretending to be frustrated, said,

“Let’s do it one more time! This time will be different!”

“No, you’re so bad it’s not even fun!”

Damcheong threw the ball and ran out of the training ground.

Seoran quickly dashed after her.

The game of “catch me if you can” continued for a while.

After playing to their hearts’ content, they naturally headed to the dining hall in the living quarters.

They felt like having some honey tea since their mouths were bored.

Since honey doesn’t spoil and they had stocked up plenty before the expedition, they could drink as much as they wanted.

While elegantly sipping her honey tea, Seoran said,

“Damcheong, did you know? Instead of drinking it, you can also apply honey to your face.”

“Why would you waste such a precious thing like that?”

“For skincare, of course.”

“Have you ever tried it?”

“Nope, I heard it from Ageum.”

Damcheong took a sip of her honey tea and said,

“Hmm, it’s delicious. I don’t understand why anyone would put this on their face. Eating it is what really counts.”

“Right? I feel the same. Such a waste.”

The two laughed heartily as they tilted their cups.

The honey tea, warm at the perfect temperature, was incredibly sweet because of the generous amount of honey added.

Just then, a thunderous noise shook the Sikshan Daebung.

As a result, Seoran and Damcheong unintentionally ended up with honey tea on their faces.

***************

The attack on the Sikshan Daebung came from a spirit army that ruled the nearby waters.

Resembling hammerhead sharks, they started a barrage on the command of their leader, the Queen Hammerhead Shark. The scales fired like a rainstorm by the hammerhead shark swarm collided with the outer walls of the Sikshan Daebung, causing explosions.

When building the Sikshan Daebung, Seoran had deliberately chosen not to include a defensive barrier generation function.

Completely enveloping such a massive construct in a barrier would require an astronomical amount of magical power. Therefore, the basic combat strategy of the Sikshan Daebung was to endure the enemy’s attack with its body and then recover.

The puppet core, located in the deepest part, responded immediately.

It began to operate the stored magical power to reinforce the puppet’s durability and repair the damage.

The scars of the explosions etched on the outer walls quickly vanished as if time was rewinding.

The next objective of the puppet core was the annihilation of the hostile forces.

The massive beak of the Sikshan Daebung opened.

Inside the hangar, which resembled an industrial chicken farm, the Za’anhyo Legion, which had been peacefully asleep, opened its eyes.

The factory for producing dolls had never stopped churning them out, so their number had now reached hundreds of thousands.

The owl dolls launched from the hangar flew through the Sikshan Daebung’s throat and poured out through its beak.

The sea was shrouded in dark clouds, creating a pitch-black world.

Because of the owl legion’s glowing eyes, it looked as if sparrows were emitting a purplish light.

The owl legion began its assault.

Inaudible, razor-sharp rays sliced through the hammerhead shark legion.

Thanks to the guidance of the Sikshan Daebung, their mother ship, targets were allocated with no waste.


The spirit army crumbled like a sandcastle.

A massive battle involving over a million combatants on both sides.

In the sky, the owl legion fired destructive rays, while in the sea, the hammerhead shark legion launched scales in all directions. Spirit caught in the ray bombardment shattered, and dolls shot down by anti-aircraft fire ceased to function.

But mere war of attrition could never defeat Seoran’s owl legion.

An owl that was plummeting due to the aftermath of an explosion restored its damaged thrusters with the magical power supplied by the mother ship.

And just before hitting the water’s surface, it spread its wings wide and soared back up into the sky.

Similar scenes were witnessed across the battlefield.

It was truly an immortal legion.

Finally, the Queen Hammerhead Shark issued a retreat order.

No matter how one looked at it, victory seemed impossible.

The hammerhead sharks immediately dove beneath the surface.

Though countless soldiers were sacrificed in retreat, the deeper they went, the less the damage.

The water acted as a barrier, blocking the destructive rays.

The queen intended to lead the hammerhead shark legion straight to the bottom of the deep sea.

In the sky above, Damcheong was trying to dissuade Seoran from using the Sikshan Daebung’s ultimate weapon.

“Seoran, stop.”

“Why? They’re escaping to the deep sea. One shot with our ultimate weapon, and they’ll all be gone.”

Damcheong, whose skin had become even more radiant and glossy thanks to the unexpected honey mask, said,

“Isn’t it unfair for only you to attack?”

“Now that you mention it, you’re right.”

Damcheong emerged through the Sikshan Daebung’s beak.

In one hand, she held a Yeouiju, around which a colorful mist swirled thickly.

Judging by the brilliance and density of the mist, it seemed the Yeouiju was near completion.

Damcheong raised one hand toward the sky.

The Yeouiju, resonating with the primal power of the dragon, began to glow.

The wind of the area was compressed into a small bead.

At that moment, the Queen Hammerhead Shark and her legion successfully retreated to the bottom of the deep sea.

It was a pitch-black space where not a single ray of light penetrated.

However, they could not escape the dragon’s sight.

A dragon possesses the ability to discern truth from falsehood.

And this power comes from the dragon’s eyes, the Dragon’s Gaze.

Naturally, compared to the authority that distinguishes between black and white, piercing through the deep sea was a trivial task.

The queen and her legion, huddled in the depths of the sea after their rout, felt relieved, believing they had safely eluded their enemy.

But Damcheong was still staring directly at them.

The dragon’s wrath, an unavoidable death, descended upon them.

A storm compressed into a single point roared forth.

A massive whirlpool was launched from the sky into the sea.

Damcheong’s dragon tornado shot like a spear from the surface of the water, piercing the far depths of the sea, cutting through the entire ocean.

The Queen Hammerhead Shark and her legion, struck directly by the dragon’s blow, were annihilated without even knowing why.

*****************

Having vented her anger thoroughly, Damcheong asked,

“So, are there spirit hordes like that scattered throughout these dangerous seas?”

One of the think tank members replied,

“Yes, that’s correct. It’s because people in the past disposed of spirit corpses they found difficult to deal with by dumping them all into the open sea. Spirits were born from the miasma of these corpses, and those newly born spirit fought, leading to the accumulation of more spirit corpses. This process has repeated for thousands of years.”


Seoran asked,

“Could the Great Rift in the Eastern Continent have been part of an effort to cleanse the outer sea? Was it meant to discard the ever-accumulating remains of spirit into the Underworld?”

“Our archaeologists believe so.”

Indeed, the disposal of marine waste was a serious matter.

After a journey of about nine months, the expedition, having defeated countless spirit legions, finally arrived at the Southern Continent.



 
  
    Chapter 111: Southern Continent Expedition – 2


The expedition that departed from the southeastern part of the Western Continent crossed the perilous sea in a straight line and arrived at the Southern Continent.

Under normal circumstances, they would have had to take a safer route, passing through the center of the world, before finally reaching their destination. However, by fighting the horde of spirits and taking a shortcut, what would have been a voyage of several years was shortened to just nine months.

In the distance, land came into view—the Southern Continent.

Damcheong gathered the clouds to conceal the appearance of the Shiksan Daebung.

This was to avoid drawing the attention of any onlookers.

Finally, the northern coast welcomed the Southern Continent Expedition.

However, the state of the coast didn’t look good. The shoreline was, quite literally, in ruins.

Sharing her sight with the Daebung, Seoran murmured,

“What’s going on? Is this the work of a great spirit?”

Damcheong, who was reading a book nearby, asked,

“Why do you say that?”

“Look at this, Damcheong,” Seoran replied.

Damcheong, who observed the outside with his dragon eyes, spoke.

“Ah, it looks like a tsunami hit.”

“A tsunami? Not a great spirit?”

“Look again, more carefully. Don’t you see that the proportion of Earth Qi among the Heaven and Earth energies is unusually high? It means a natural disaster occurred because the balance of the Five Elements was disrupted.”

“Is that even possible?”

“Yes. When a particular elemental Qi dominates the Heaven and Earth, it can cause natural disasters. If it’s Water Qi, it might cause floods or tsunamis; if it’s Earth Qi, earthquakes or droughts. Something like that. In this case, it seems an earthquake occurred, and the resulting shockwave caused a tsunami.”

“You seem very knowledgeable about the weather.”

“Who do you think I am? I am a spiritual being among spiritual beings who controls wind, rain, and thunder clouds—a dragon, no less. Weather is my area of expertise. Do you have any other questions?”

Seoran asked,

“Can you do a weather forecast?”

“Of course, I can… if only I could complete my Dragon Pearl…”

Damcheong unconsciously stroked his lower abdomen, precisely where the Dragon Pearl had dissolved.

For some reason, he seemed to be in a complicated state of mind.

Sensing this, Seoran skillfully changed the subject.

“Anyway, it seems the scale of the disaster was enormous. The port and everything else are in ruins. The human casualties in the city are likely not small. At this level, even the capital’s sects would actively engage in disaster relief.”

“Indeed, the situation seems quite serious.”

“Let’s hurry down and assist with the recovery efforts. If we look carefully, we should find monks from the sects of the Southern Continent.”

Damcheong, coming out of his thoughts, asked,

“Do you feel sorry for these ordinary people?”

“It’s not just an emotional reason. To find the Fire Immortal Clan, we inevitably have to make contact with the local sects of the Southern Continent. Helping with the disaster relief and making a good first impression will be quite helpful in achieving our expedition goals.”

“Practical, I see. Very well, let’s hurry down.”

The expedition hid the Shiksan Daebung within the clouds and descended toward the ground.

*******************

Yang Ribek, the lead investigator of the Great Mountain Sect, was fed up.

He was tired of a world where not a single day passed without trouble from typhoons, droughts, floods, earthquakes, and tsunamis.

He loathed the natural disaster that had swallowed up his once-happy family and childhood memories in an instant.

He was sick of the unchallengeable tyranny of the heavens.

He heard the news that an earthquake and a tsunami from the previous night had wiped out an entire port city in the blink of an eye.

Yang Ribek had been urgently dispatched to aid in the disaster recovery.

And he witnessed it clearly.

The merciless natural disaster had taken everything away once again.

Beloved lovers, grandchildren and elders, carpenters who built bridges and buildings, women who gathered at the washhouse, fishermen, merchants who beckoned customers, young people full of dreams—everything had vanished with the seawater.

It was a sickening sight.

Yang Ribek mechanically issued orders to his subordinates.

Clear the debris and search for survivors.

Treat the wounded and bury the dead. Calm the public and rebuild the city.

Instill hope in the people.

The last command felt truly meaningless.

Even Yang Ribek himself did not believe in those words.

He could hardly remember the last time he had genuinely hoped for anything.

Just then, the ground began to shake suddenly.

“An aftershock! Quickly, protect the survivors!”

At the shout of his subordinate, Yang Ribek quickly turned his head.

The remnants of buildings, half-destroyed by the previous earthquake and tsunami, were dangerously shaking.

Beneath the crumbling debris, there were surely survivors who had not yet been rescued.

Yang Ribek instinctively cast a barrier spell.

But even as he did, he could feel it deep down.

No matter what he did, he couldn’t save everyone.

Protecting so many buildings all at once was impossible, even with his power as the lead investigator of the Great Mountain Sect.

Even if his less experienced subordinates assisted, Yang Ribek doubted how many more lives could actually be saved.

Even in this desperate situation, he swiftly moved his hands to form seals, completing the barrier.

At that moment, a miracle occurred.

Two massive waves of spiritual power surged from the sky.

And they saved the entire city.

The first wave forcefully pressed down the trembling earth, calming the aftershock.

Then, the second wave transformed into a fierce gust of wind, blowing the debris from the collapsed buildings out to sea.

Yang Ribek instinctively looked up at the sky.

Two young girls, wrapped in a brilliant cloud of five colors, were slowly descending to the ground.

They looked like gods.

*************

The rescue operations and treatment of the severely injured were completed quickly.

This was thanks to Seoran, Damcheong, and the members of the expedition.

Having resolved the two most urgent issues, Yang Ribek went to meet the Southern Continent Expedition that had helped with the disaster relief.

Yang Ribek began by introducing himself.

“I apologize for the delayed introduction amidst the chaos. I am Yang Ribek, a lead investigator from the Great Mountain Sect. I sincerely thank you once again, benefactors, for saving so many lives.”

Seoran replied on behalf of the group.

“No need to thank us; we were simply doing what we needed to do. I am Ryu Seoran from the Ojukmun. Though these are not the best of circumstances, it’s a pleasure to meet you nonetheless.”


“Ojukmun, Ojukmun… I’m sorry, but I don’t recall ever hearing that name. Judging by the skills displayed by Investigator Ryu and your group, it seems your sect is by no means insignificant… I’m embarrassed by my limited knowledge.”

“No need to apologize; it’s natural that you wouldn’t know of us.”

“Ah, so you are from a mysterious sect rumored to exist beyond the mountains. But how did you manage to arrive so quickly? I’m sure the call for aid was only sent out at dawn.”

Seoran asked with a puzzled look,

“What call for aid?”

Yang Ribek was also slightly flustered.

“What? I mean…”

After a brief moment of confusion, the two quickly cleared up the misunderstanding.

Upon understanding the situation, Yang Ribek was amazed.

“You crossed a dangerous sea to reach the Southern Continent in search of the Fire Immortal Clan? Truly remarkable. Now I understand the feats you displayed earlier.”

“You’re flattering me too much. Anyway, as I mentioned earlier, since we’re from the Western Continent, we have no connections here. So we’re unfamiliar with even the smallest customs or the common sense of the Su Sun world …”

“We’re even ignorant of cultural differences. Would it be possible for us to receive some assistance from Investigator Yang and the Great Mountain Sect regarding these matters?”

“Hmm, it’s a complicated issue. I’m truly sorry, but I don’t have the authority to make unilateral decisions about diplomatic matters with other sects. For now, I’d like to invite you to the Great Mountain Sect. You’ll need to discuss with our diplomatic department to receive a definite answer.”

Seoran waved her hands dismissively and said,

“No need to apologize; it’s a natural procedure. I completely understand.”

Yang Ribek responded with a much brighter expression,

“Thank you so much for understanding. In the meantime, I can certainly explain the basics, like the common sense of the Su Sun world or the customs of the Southern Continent. If you have any questions while we return to our sect, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Understood. And until we leave, we will also assist with the recovery efforts. It wouldn’t feel right to stand by idly when disaster has struck, would it?”

“Would you really do that? I truly appreciate it.”

The expedition worked together with the Great Mountain Sect to rebuild the port city.

The monks of the Ojukmun and the Geumjak Sect mingled with the monks of the Great Mountain Sect, forging small bonds of friendship.

At the same time, they also gathered information about the Southern Continent.

Indeed, the Su Sun world of the Southern Continent was entirely different from that of the Western Continent.

********************

In the Southern Continent, the existence of the Su Sun world was no secret.

This meant that even ordinary people knew in considerable detail what monks were and what spiritual arts entailed.

It was a world of difference from the Western and Eastern Continents, where only royals and high officials were aware of the existence of the Su Sun world.

The reason for keeping the Su Sun world a secret from most of the general populace in other continents was simple.

It helped maintain social stability.

Knowledge of monks, spiritual arts, and spirit only incited fear and offered no benefit to the lives of ordinary people.

However, the situation was slightly different in the Southern Continent.


Natural disasters like typhoons, droughts, floods, earthquakes, and tsunamis were abnormally frequent in this land.

There was hardly any time to worry about things like spirit.

In a situation where the heavens and the earth seemed to overturn every other day, it was impossible for ordinary people to live in peace.

As a result, the Su Sun world of the Southern Continent decided to spread information about monks to the general populace, also for the sake of social stability.

Consequently, the people of the Southern Continent revered monks as guardian deities and devotedly served them.



 
  
    Chapter 113: Southern Continent Expedition – 4


“The idea of using a dragon’s eye as an observational device.”

Seoran and the senior researcher immediately sought out the director.

The lab director was still wandering the garden.

The senior researcher shouted, “Director, how about borrowing a dragon’s eye? Historically, dragons have been known as mystical creatures with antlers that read the heavens and eyes that see through all things. With the power of the dragon’s eye, we could gather precise data that would satisfy our analysis apparatus. What do you think?”

The director didn’t respond.

It seemed that he was too deeply distressed to hear what anyone else was saying.

The senior researcher, without hesitation, straightened his thumb and jabbed it directly into the director’s unguarded solar plexus.

With a scream, the director collapsed.

“Kraah!”

As the director crawled on the grass, the senior researcher repeated the question word for word.

“Director, what do you think?”

This time, there was an immediate response.

“I-I think it’s a good idea… But how exactly do you plan to find a dragon and, more importantly, convince one?”

The senior researcher replied, “No need to worry. This here is monk Ryu from the Western Continent. He crossed the dangerous seas to the Southern Continent in search of the Hwasun Clan. Among the expedition members accompanying monk Ryu is a dragon.”

“A dragon… among the expedition members? Wait a moment… the Western Continent? Monk Ryu, does the Western Continent also experience frequent natural disasters like here?”

Seoran shook her head.

“No, it’s perfectly fine.”

“Oh, is that so? What a relief… This will allow us to reduce the calculation range somewhat…”

“The calculation range? Are you referring to the analysis apparatus?”

“Yes, exactly. If the source of the anomalies were somewhere in the dangerous seas between the two continents, the Western Continent wouldn’t have been spared. Thanks to monk Ryu, we’ve gained valuable information.”

“For reference, I’ve also visited the Eastern Continent. There weren’t frequent natural disasters there either.”

“You’ve been to the Eastern Continent as well?!”

Seoran nodded solemnly.

“Yes, that’s correct. I doubt there’s a greater explorer in all of the human realm than me.”

“A truly monumental discovery! Thanks to monk Ryu’s accomplishments, we can reduce the input data required by the analysis apparatus by at least half!”

“Haha, it’s nothing, really!”

The three of them headed off in high spirits to find Damcheong.

****************

“Damcheong-nim, can you tell us how much longer it will take to complete the Yeouiju?”

Damcheong flinched momentarily but calmly replied, 

“Why do you ask?”

“Well, actually…”

Seoran explained in detail about the Gwancheonmanggi Research Institute, which was tirelessly working to resolve the anomalies of the Southern Continent, and the recently completed analysis apparatus.

She talked about how the Southern Continent was suffering from natural disasters, the need for more precise observation data, and the potential use of the dragon’s eye.

In summary, it was clear that the assistance of Damcheong, who had become a true dragon, was absolutely necessary.

“So, that’s why I’m asking how much longer it will take to complete the Yeouiju. You mentioned before that once the Yeouiju is completed, it would even be possible to predict the weather. With that level of power, the Gwancheonmanggi Research Institute should be able to gather the kind of observational data we need.”

Damcheong hesitated and struggled to answer.

“Uh, well, you see…”

“Is there a problem with the Yeouiju? Oh, could it be because of when I purified it and returned it to you? Was there a mistake back then?”

“No, no, the Yeouiju is fine. Yes, it’s perfectly fine…”

“Then is it because you’re not fully prepared yet? Last time I saw it, it seemed like it was nearly finished.”

 “Last time? What are you talking about?”

“Remember when we entered the dangerous sea and fought the army of monster hammerhead sharks? You took out the Yeouiju outside of the ship.”

“Oh, that time.”

“Yes. I caught a glimpse, and the inside of the Yeouiju was filled with a brilliant mist of all colors. I thought your preparations were almost complete. Could it be that there’s still a lot left to do?”

“Well, I mean…”

Seoran glanced back at the lab director and senior researcher, who had been listening to the conversation, and spoke again.

“Damcheong-nim, please feel free to speak openly. Even if there’s still a long way to go, it’s alright. Not only the Gwancheonmanggi Research Institute but the entire Su-seon League will support you. Right, everyone?”

The lab director immediately chimed in.

“Of course, monk Ryu is absolutely right. The Su-seon League is fully committed to researching the anomalies. Even if it takes decades, we wouldn’t mind. We would mobilize all the resources and manpower of the continent to shorten the timeframe to a few years at most.”

The senior researcher added, “Didn’t monk Ryu say he came all the way to the Southern Continent in search of the Hwasun Clan? If you could lend us your support, the Su-seon League would gladly assist in your search as well. We would ensure that the time you’ve spent helping us would not be in vain.”

As the three of them took turns making their cases, Damcheong’s eyes began to spin, overwhelmed by the onslaught of their words.

Finally, the long-awaited answer came.

“I-I think it should take about three months…”

The duration was much shorter than expected, and the faces of the three brightened with joy.

**************************

The entire Su-seon League was abuzz with excitement.

Only a few days after their failure to reverse-engineer the source of the anomalies using the analysis apparatus, the Gwancheonmanggi Research Institute had found a new breakthrough.

It was to observe the energy of the heavens and earth through the eyes of a dragon.

Just in time, the analysis apparatus was completed, an expedition from the Western Continent arrived, a dragon—mysteriously accompanying humans—was present, and the Yeouiju was left only with the final ritual to be completed.

It was a miracle brought about by a series of countless coincidences.

For many involved in the Su-seon League, there was a growing sense that this might be their last chance.

The negotiations between Seoran’s Southern Continent expedition and the Su-seon League were over in an instant.

The determination of the Su-seon faction in the Southern Continent was immense.

If they could just reverse-engineer the source of the anomalies, they seemed ready to offer up half the continent in return.

The determination of the expedition was equally strong.

All they wanted was the Hwasun Clan. Anything else was secondary to them.

Before the tea they had been served could even cool, both groups had concluded their negotiations and immediately began preparations for Damcheong’s ritual.

At that time, Damcheong was deep in thought, outwardly claiming to be in closed-door training.

But in truth, he wasn’t actually training.

His training had been completed years ago.

The Yeouiju, filled with the power of the mixed primordial law, was only waiting for the ritual to harness lightning.

He didn’t need three months; he could finish it right away.

This was why he mumbled and couldn’t give Seoran a straight answer when she asked how long it would take.

If Seoran knew that the preparations were already complete and that he had delayed the completion of the Yeouiju, what would she ask?

“Why?”

The answer, of course, was that Damcheong didn’t know either.

“Argh!”

Damcheong writhed in frustration.


It was an inexplicable hesitation that held him back.

Looking into the mirror, he muttered to himself.

“The reason I’ve been avoiding completing the Yeouiju and becoming a true dragon… the reason is…”

After a moment of silence, he uttered a question.

“Is it because of Seoran and the people of Ojukmun?”

The power of the dragon’s eyes, which could distinguish truth from falsehood, remained quiet.

Humans knew little about dragons.

They had superficial knowledge: antlers that read the heavens, eyes that saw all things, and the ability to control storms and lightning—magical creatures of the highest order.

Because dragons were rare and solitary creatures, their interactions with others were minimal, leaving much of their nature unknown.

While it was known that the dragon’s eyes held the power to see all things, few understood the exact nature of that ability.

Damcheong could discern truth from lies.

He couldn’t read minds, but he could judge the truthfulness of someone’s words or actions.

No matter how much someone rationalized or hypnotized themselves, they could not deceive the dragon’s eyes.

But there was one flaw in this power: the dragon who possessed the eyes.

While he could see through the minds of others, he could never see into his own.

Even as he questioned the reflection in the mirror, the result was always the same.

“Argh!”

Damcheong rolled around his room in frustration.

The three months he had told Seoran were merely a stalling tactic.

But he couldn’t delay too long, knowing that the people of the Southern Continent were suffering from natural disasters, and Seoran’s own journey depended on him.


In the end, without finding a clear answer, Damcheong ended his closed-door training after just fifteen days.

“Damcheong-nim, have you finished already?”

Damcheong forced a nod.

“Yes, I’m ready.”

And so, the ritual began.



 
  
    Chapter 112: Southern Continent Expedition – 3


The restoration work in the port city progressed rapidly.

This was thanks to Seoran and Damcheong, who tirelessly led the efforts.

Leaving behind the disaster survivors, who were bowing and chanting to the Earth Goddess, the group headed towards Daesan Gate.

The mundane world viewed from the sky appeared remarkably alien.

Typically, large populations tend to gather in places where water is easily accessible, such as near rivers or lakes.

However, the southern continent was different.

All the cities and villages were far from any bodies of water.

It seemed like the water was drawn through a supply channel.

Anyone could see that the location was chosen to avoid flooding.

Whether it was because of concerns about typhoons or earthquakes, no tall buildings were visible anywhere.

Small reservoirs built at regular intervals clearly showed signs of being prepared for both droughts and floods.

The cities of the southern continent were in an optimal form to minimize damage from natural disasters.

Seoran suddenly grew curious and asked Yang Ribaek.

“Monk Yang, all the other cities are located far from the water, so why is the port city situated so dangerously on the coast? Even though they built dikes.”

“It’s because of salt, or more precisely, solar salt.”

“Can’t they just use rock salt?”

Salt made by boiling seawater is called solar salt, while salt mined from the ground is called rock salt.

For groups like the Ojukmun or Geumjakpa, they obtained rock salt through the underground world and solar salt through Haeseonmun.

One of the expedition members, who had been quietly listening, spoke up.

“Monk Ryu, if you eat only rock salt and not solar salt or seafood, it can cause health problems.”

“Does it mean death?”

“Not necessarily. But it’s best to avoid it if possible. And even if you dig the ground, rock salt doesn’t always come out immediately.

Even if you discover a rock salt vein, it often requires refining due to impurities.”

Seoran nodded as if she fully understood.

A while later, the group arrived at Daesan Gate.

Only Yang Ribaek, who belonged to Daesan Gate, and the negotiation representatives from the expedition were allowed to enter the sect’s duel arena.

The rest waited nearby with the Siksan Daebung.

To catch some fresh air, Seoran stepped out of the Siksan Daebung and sat on the top part of its beak.

The cool breeze felt similar whether in the Western or Southern Continent.

However, an unfamiliar scene was unfolding on the ground.

Far away, the townsfolk surrounding the duel arena of Daesan Gate were bowing in the direction of the Siksan Daebung.

It was said that the monks were revered as guardian deities for their efforts to prevent natural disasters.

Despite the sight of a giant figure standing 400 meters tall, no one seemed afraid.

It was convenient not to have to go out of their way to hide.

While Seoran absentmindedly gazed down at the city, Yang Ribaek and the expedition members returned, apparently having finished their negotiations.

“Monk Ryu, things went better than expected. Daesan Gate has agreed to connect us with the Susun Alliance. Shall we depart immediately?”

At the expedition member’s words, Seoran nodded.

“Yes, let’s go.”

The expedition flew with their guide, Yang Ribaek, to the headquarters of the Susun Alliance, located in the central part of the southern continent.

*************************

The Susun Alliance, an international organization of the major sects of the southern continent.

Despite its grand name, it was essentially a disaster relief organization.

The fierce wrath of nature, which had intensified rapidly over hundreds of years, had united the entire continent into one cohesive entity.

The Susun Alliance was responsible for restoring disaster-stricken areas, conducting disaster prevention work, and compiling casualty statistics.

However, if you asked which was the most important department among them, everyone would undoubtedly answer the same way.

The Guancheonmanggi Research Institute is so vital that it could be exchanged for the entire Susun Alliance, a true symbol of hope.

The Guancheonmanggi Research Institute, where the most renowned scholars from all over the southern continent gathered, was bustling today as well.

Their mission was to uncover the fundamental cause of the natural disasters occurring with abnormal frequency.

Depending on the outcome, it was a critical research endeavor that could save the entire continent from ruin.

To identify the cause of these disasters and find solutions, the Susun Alliance was pouring vast resources into the institute every year.

The best human resources, top-priority supplies, budget allocations, and even obsessively secured safety measures—all were dedicated to accelerating research outcomes.

For every day they could bring the results forward, countless lives could be saved, so everyone was desperate.

And, finally, after generations of scholars’ efforts, today marked the fruition of their work.

The Guancheonmanggi Research Institute had finally completed the Interpretation Engine.

It was a massive calculator capable of tracing the source of anomalies, based on the vast amount of observational data accumulated over centuries.

The director spoke in a voice filled with tension.

“Input the data.”

The researchers moved swiftly, feeding the long, paper-like observational data into the intake of the Interpretation Engine.

The machine, swallowing all the piles of paper that seemed endless, began to hum and calculate.

A moment later, when the results came out, the director rushed over to the output terminal of the Interpretation Engine in one stride.

Overcome with emotion, the director spoke.

“Oh… at last…”

The result sheet had only one line written on it: “Failed to calculate results due to insufficient data.”

The error occurred because the amount of data fed into the Interpretation Engine was too small, or the data was not precise enough.

Surely, the data gathered from across the entire continent over hundreds of years could not have been insufficient.
This meant that more precise observational data needed to be input.

The director felt dizzy.

The observational equipment developed by the Guancheonmanggi Research Institute had already reached its technological limits long ago.

Gradual improvements might be possible, but there was no way to achieve a dramatic enhancement of its capabilities in a short period.

No one knew how long it would take to achieve the level of precision required by the Interpretation Engine.

The director muttered to himself unconsciously.

“No… no…”

It felt like the ground beneath his feet was collapsing.

For three days, the director wandered around the Susun Alliance headquarters like a ghost, without even washing.

He had always been known for his unusually meticulous cleanliness.

So, it was clear to everyone how severe the mental shock he had suffered was.

Around that time, the southern continent expedition arrived at the Susun Alliance.

***********

Seoran and Damcheong were admiring the garden trees planted at the entrance of the headquarters.

Then, from behind a tree, a man with a ghost-like appearance slipped out.


The director, who had suddenly appeared, quickly disappeared into the nearby bushes.

Seoran turned to the Alliance representative beside her and asked.

“Who is that man, walking all over the grass?”

The Alliance representative replied with a bitter expression.

“That is the head of the Guancheonmanggi Research Institute, a group established to identify the causes of frequent natural disasters.

Recently, they tried to analyze the source of these anomalies using something called the Interpretation Engine, but they failed.

He seemed to have taken the failure very hard, and overnight, he ended up like that.”

“Oh no… By the way, what exactly is this Interpretation Engine?”

“Well, I’m not an expert, so I don’t really know… If you’re really curious, I could introduce you to someone from the Guancheonmanggi Research Institute.”

“Yes, I would appreciate that.”

Through the Alliance representative’s introduction, Seoran was able to meet with a senior researcher who had led the development of the Interpretation Engine.

She had not stopped working on improving the engine, even after the director had lost his wits.

There was a vague hope that if the calculation ability were improved further, it could trace the source with less precise data.

Despite being busy, she had taken the time to meet them for a simple reason.

It was because she had heard that Seoran was a puppeteer.

There was a chance that the technology from another continent could serve as a breakthrough for the stalled research.

Seoran and the senior researcher got along well.

Their fields of expertise were entirely different, so they couldn’t fully understand each other’s explanations, but they managed to communicate reasonably well.

They were so busy talking that they didn’t take a single sip of the tea that the servants had carefully prepared for them.

After communicating in their own versions of “alien languages” for a while, Seoran finally grasped what the Interpretation Engine was.

If she had to compare it, it was somewhat like a supercomputer at a meteorological agency.

It was similar in that if you fed it a lot of observational data, it would diligently calculate and produce a result.

Seoran asked,
“So, without more precise observational data, you can’t trace back to the source of the anomalies?”

“Well, that’s right.

Otherwise, we’d have to input an infinite amount of less precise data or find a way to dramatically enhance the performance of the Interpretation Engine.

I’m challenging the latter, which is at least somewhat possible.”

“And to collect precise data, you’d need to improve the performance of the observational equipment?”

“A simple improvement won’t be enough.

We need at least several times the current performance.

But the equipment reached its technological limit over a hundred years ago, so it’s practically impossible.”

“So, all you need is precise observational data, right?”

The senior researcher leaned forward and asked,

“Do you have any good ideas?”

Seoran grinned.

“Of course, I do.”


It might sound obvious, but the people who know the most about specialized knowledge are the experts in that field.

For medical treatment, you go to a doctor; for medicine, you go to a pharmacist.

That’s common sense.

So, who should you ask about weather-related questions?

The answer was none other than Damcheong.



 
  
    Chapter 114: Southern Continent Expedition – 5


The ritual site was set at the Thunder Ridge Mountain Range.

The Thunder Ridge Mountain Range was a long stretch of mountains that spanned across the central part of the southern continent like a belt.

It also served as a massive barrier that blocked all rain clouds descending from the northern coast.

Due to the clouds that constantly covered the sky and the frequent lightning strikes, it was called the Thunder Ridge Mountain Range.

Seoran asked the head of the research institute beside her.

“What’s to the south of the Thunder Ridge Mountain Range?”

“There’s a large desert.”

“A desert?”

The head of the research institute nodded.

“Yes, that’s right. It’s a harsh area where it only rains for a few days out of the year.

It’s not a place fit for human habitation, especially with the frequent sandstorms.”

“I heard from someone last time that there’s a sect called the Mystic Sect beyond the mountain range?”

“Of course, it’s not that no one lives there. There are scattered villages near fresh water or along the coast.

Though small in size, there are also a few orthodox sects.”

Seoran’s eyes sparkled, sensing the scent of adventure.

“Oh, so the rumors about the Mystic Sect weren’t entirely false then?”

“The Mystic Sect does exist.

However, it’s probably a bit different from what Investigator Ryu is imagining or from popular belief.

To put it nicely, it’s a secretive elite group, but in reality, it’s a small and obscure sect lacking recognition and even people.”

“Oh, I see…”

Seoran’s disappointment was apparent.

It was so obvious that even the head of the research institute, who had only known her for a few days, could recognize it.

She had always been fond of romantic elements like the Mystic Sect, solitary inheritances, and the legendary Zero-class machines that were said not to exist.

The research institute head, unable to bear seeing Seoran’s rapidly deflated expression, brought up an interesting topic.

“If you’re fond of mysterious things, why not investigate the literature on the Desert Giants instead?”

“The Desert Giants? There are giants living in the southern continent too?”

“Yes, they live in the center of the desert region.

Their domain is within the perpetual sandstorms.

Due to their xenophobic nature, there’s very little known about them, but if you search the archives of the Repair Union, you might find a few books’ worth of information.”

“Hmm, that sounds really interesting…”

While they were chatting, the flying mountain roc carrying the party arrived at the Thunder Ridge Mountain Range.

Through their shared vision, they looked down at the ground and saw the ritual altar built on the mountain peak.

Seeing flags and pillars scattered around, it seemed they had already set up a formation in advance.

Seoran carefully landed the flying mountain roc on the mountainside.

As she surveyed the ritual site, Damcheong spoke.

“Tear down the formation.”

Seoran asked.

“This formation is supposed to gather lightning though?”

“The Dragon Orb is not something that can be completed by such methods.

The key is not to artificially disturb the flow of natural energies or the weather.”

“Is that so? Understood.”

Seoran turned and shouted to the formation mages.

“Please tear down the formation!”

The dismantling of the southern continent’s secret formation was confirmed.

The formation mages, holding back tears, began retrieving the flags and pillars they had painstakingly arranged.

Though it took several days to set up, the dismantling was quick.

A brief moment of idleness ensued.

At the noisy mountain peak, filled with the sound of thunder and lightning, heavy raindrops slid down the surface of the barrier.

Suddenly curious, Seoran asked.

“Damcheong, what exactly does it mean to complete the Dragon Orb and become a true dragon?

I understand that it allows you to ascend, but are there any other differences?”

Damcheong, staring at the puddle at her feet, answered.

“I don’t know.”

“Really?”

“Yes, I’ve never seen another dragon.

I only know the realm I’ve personally reached.

As for the basic training methods and ritual preparations, I learned them by interpreting heavenly secrets.”

“Now that I think about it, that makes sense.

Oh, look, it seems the dismantling of the formation is finally complete.”

“Hm, I see.”

The members of the Repair Union informed them that the ritual preparations were finished and left the mountain peak.

Only Seoran and Damcheong remained beneath the ritual altar.

Damcheong slowly climbed the stairs.

Upon reaching the final step, Damcheong hesitated for a moment.

But soon, she steeled her resolve and began the ritual.

From her lower abdomen, the Dragon Orb emerged.

After placing the Dragon Orb atop the altar, Damcheong stepped aside and spoke to Seoran.

“Seoran, I’m counting on you.”

“Don’t worry, Damcheong.”

Nodding, Damcheong left the ritual site.

It was to prevent the dragon’s weather-controlling powers from unconsciously distorting the natural phenomena.

Seoran remained alone to prevent any possible loss of the Dragon Orb.

Amidst the fierce rain and wind, and under the black clouds that covered the sky and struck the mountain peak with lightning, the ritual began, witnessed only by Seoran.

From the Dragon Orb, radiant, multi-colored energy began to emanate.

Seoran focused and observed the ritual process.

The external energy enveloped the Dragon Orb.

Then slowly, very slowly, it began to rotate.

The flow of the five-colored mist was so slow that Seoran could barely perceive it with her instincts.

A considerable amount of time passed.


The previously stagnant flow of energy gradually increased in speed, and the radius of its rotation visibly shrank.

The swirling storm of multi-colored mist continued to condense and was naturally drawn back into the Dragon Orb.

Finally, a blinding bolt of lightning struck the Dragon Orb.

Seoran’s eyes widened.

She knew this was where the real ritual would begin.

But the Dragon Orb remained silent for quite some time.

A sense of doubt crept over Seoran.

Wait, is this really the end?

Wasn’t even the Dragon King’s ritual more grand than this?

Could something have gone wrong?

Seoran quickly sprinted up the stairs.

And there, she saw it clearly.

The massive celestial body contained within the Dragon Orb.

It shimmered quietly with a brilliant array of colors.

The radiance was truly on par with that of the sun.

Seoran’s instincts pieced together the fragmented clues and, after much consideration, arrived at the truth.

What she had just witnessed was not merely a ritual.

It was the birth of a star.

The true meaning of completing the Dragon Orb and becoming a true dragon was to hold a star within one’s microcosm.

Seoran stared in awe at Damcheong’s Dragon Orb, as if entranced.

The Dragon Orb continued to generate primordial energy.

It wasn’t an ordinary method like that of cultivators, who absorbed the energies of heaven and earth and converted them into power.

It was literally the creation of something from nothing.

Damcheong was still troubled.

Why did she feel so uneasy?

The strange, inexplicable feeling only made him more frustrated.

Then, from afar, Seoran called out.

“Damcheong! Look at this! It’s a star!”

Damcheong raised his gaze from the ground.

She saw the celestial body inside the completed Dragon Orb.

In that moment, all of Damcheong’s doubts vanished.

Unconsciously, her hand extended forward.

Seoran handed over the Dragon Orb without much thought.

The moment Damcheong held it, the dragon and the Dragon Orb resonated as one.

An immense flow of primordial energy surged into Damcheong’s small body like a tidal wave.

It was as if he had been struck by lightning.

Her dragon sinews grew, her antlers and dragon eyes shone brilliantly.

The Dragon Orb melted back into Damcheong’s lower abdomen.

Now, reborn as a true dragon, the first thing Damcheong did was to lift her head and look at the sky.

Her neck arched back almost to the point of breaking, and her eyes lost focus.

With her dragon’s gaze, Damcheong pierced through the black clouds covering the Thunder Ridge Mountain Range, through the barrier encasing the mortal realm, and beyond the void.

At last, her vision reached the Celestial Realm.

A vast world filled her sight.

Giants whose heads touched the clouds, dragons swimming through the heavens, and countless mystical beings whose names were unknown.

Though she had never been there, it was the homeland her soul had longed for all her life.

The Celestial Realm was calling to him.

The instinct of the dragon, now stronger than ever, urged the young dragon forward with a blind desire to ascend.

The thousand years of her life and the decades spent in the Five Desires Sect all sank into the sea of oblivion.

New knowledge flowed into the dragon’s mind.

The center of the world, the Ascension Gate, the unstoppable current of spiritual energy, dimensional pressure, and the journey across the void.

The knowledge provided by the antlers that read heavenly secrets and the dragon eyes that gazed upon all creation was solely for the purpose of ascension.

All other memories and emotions were being pushed deep into the realm of unconsciousness.

The one-eyed dragon blocking the center of the world.

The natural disaster problems of the southern continent.

And even the nameless girl.

All of it was the same.

It was as if her mind was being bleached clean.

All the doubts and torments that had plagued the dragon since she lost the Dragon Orb and left the cave were washed away.

The dragon’s body, now unburdened, began to float weightlessly.

She had finally completed her preparation for ascension.

The dragon turned  her body toward the center of the world.

Then, out of nowhere, a trumpet sound echoed.

The dragon instinctively looked down at the ground.

Amidst the crowd joyfully playing instruments, one human stood out.

It was a girl, relentlessly blowing a small trumpet.

From the depths of the sea of oblivion, a memory resurfaced.

A day long ago, when she was about to leave after reclaiming the Dragon Orb.

A human standing on the ground, and a dragon flying in the sky.

The moment he first received a name.

To a cold-blooded creature, the warmth of a human was unbearably hot.

Like a burn, the memory and the emotions resurfaced.

Because of this, the dragon was able to recall her name.

Yes, my name is Damcheong.

Damcheong gazed clearly at the girl.

The human who had returned the lost Dragon Orb.

The cultivator who wished to become a noble being.

The friend who often told lies for my sake.


Yes, my friend, Ryu Seoran.

Memories and emotions connected to these thoughts surfaced one after another.

The one-eyed dragon blocking the center of the world, the natural disasters of the southern continent, and the people of the Five Desires Sect and the Golden Phoenix Sect.

There was still much left to do in the mortal realm.

Damcheong glanced up at the sky once more, then descended to the ground.



 
  
    Chapter 115: Killing Two Birds With One Stone


The piece that Seoran and the expedition members were enthusiastically playing was one of the court music pieces from the Liang Dynasty.

It was usually used during rainmaking ceremonies or harvest festivals.

Since the melody itself carried a strong reverence for the Dragon God, it was a perfect fit to celebrate the completion of the Yeouiju.

Under Seoran’s direction, who first brought up the idea, volunteers would gather occasionally to practice their instruments.

Of course, it was a secret from Damcheong.

After all, surprise parties are always more touching.

However, the closed training that was supposed to take three months ended in just fifteen days, leaving them with insufficient practice time. As a result, the expedition’s performance was rather shaky.

But music is not about thinking, it’s about feeling. Seoran and the expedition were deeply engrossed in their performance.

They were so absorbed that not a single person noticed anything unusual about Damcheong’s condition. They just assumed he was gazing at the sky, rising, and then descending again. With the struggle of battling unfamiliar instruments, they didn’t have the attention to spare for anything else.

Damcheong, who had gently landed on the ground, spoke.

“Everyone, stop the music for a moment.”

The expedition members hesitated, but gradually brought their performance to a halt.

Of course, there were some who didn’t hear and continued playing their instruments.

It wasn’t until their companions elbowed them a few times in the ribs that everyone finally quieted down.

Seoran, who had been blowing her horn to the end, asked,

“Damcheong-nim, why are you stopping us all of a sudden? Was our performance really that bad?”

“No, it was quite a splendid performance. It’s true there was a lack of technical skill, but in terms of emotional conveyance, it was excellent. The reason I stopped you was to convey something important.”

“What is it?”

Damcheong was silent for a moment before speaking.

“I almost ascended just now.”

“Ascended? Right now?”

“Yes, after completing the Yeouiju and becoming a true dragon, I felt an overwhelming surge of uncontrollable urges. All I could think about was ascending immediately. I even forgot about the one-eyed dragon that guards the center of the world, the natural disasters of the southern continent, and even my memories of you,” Damcheong said.

Seoran looked puzzled.

“I don’t quite understand. Was it really that intense?”

“I don’t know how to put it into words.”

“Do you still feel those urges now?”

Damcheong lifted her head to look up at the sky.

Beyond the thunderclouds, all that was visible was a desolate emptiness. The celestial landscape that once filled her vision now only lingered in a small corner of her mind.

Perhaps that’s why he no longer felt overwhelmed by such intense emotions.

 “It seems I’m fine now.”

“Are you sure you’re really okay?”

“Yes, thank you for your concern.”

“That’s what friends are for.”

Damcheong smiled softly.

“You’re right about that.”

Looking around, Seoran spoke up. “If everything’s settled, should we continue where we left off?”

“Oh, you mean the performance? I’m sorry, I interrupted you all. You must have practiced so hard, and I disrupted the flow…”

“The performance was for you in the first place, so it’s fine. Besides, music isn’t the only thing we’ve prepared.”

Damcheong looked slightly surprised.

“There’s more you’ve prepared?”

“Of course. Come with us, into the world of fine dining.”

The group headed to the dining area of Siksan Daebung, where an array of Damcheong’s favorite foods awaited, including fruit preserves, sugar pastries, and flower tea.

The chefs from the southern continent worked hard to prepare the feast.

The celebration for the completion of the Yeouiju concluded successfully.

Though there were minor issues, the ceremony ended without incident.

Damcheong had finally become a true dragon.

He had captured stars in the Yeouiju and even obtained the Thunder Spirit Root.

The powers of the antlers that read the heavens and the dragon’s eyes that could see through all things grew significantly stronger.

The long-held wish of the Gwanchon Manggi Research Institute had finally been realized.

The expedition team and the Su-seon Alliance immediately began collecting data.

There was no time to rest if they were to save the southern continent as soon as possible.

Time flew by quickly.

The Gwanchon Manggi Research Institute underwent countless trials and errors.

The biggest issue was the nature of Damcheong’s dragon eyes.

While her eyes excelled at looking far or deep, they lacked the ability to see broadly.

This meant that they were not suitable for observing the energy of heaven and earth across the entire continent.

It was time for the greatest puppet master in the world to step in.

In just a few days, Seoran redesigned the Owl legion.

The puppet factory in Siksan Daebung began upgrading the owl puppets according to the new design.

Once the modifications were complete, the upgraded owls (Version 2.0) left the factory and dispersed across the continent.

The million-strong Owl legion, stationed throughout the land, deactivated most of their functions to conserve magic power. Only the spiritual energy detection system, the magic power-sharing function, and the newly added communication relay equipment remained operational.

Half of the southern continent now fell under the watchful eyes of the Owl legion.

Each unit of the Owl legion acted as a transmission tower, passing on magic power and information. At the center of this sprawling network, like a spider’s web, was the mothership of the puppets, Siksan Daebung.

Whenever an anomaly occurred in a particular region, the Ja-an-hyo monitoring that area would immediately call upon the mothership.

The communications officer, having received the signal, reported urgently.

“Anomaly detected in the northeastern region of the continent!”

Seoran, equally excited, gave a prompt order.

“Activate the Owl legion in that sector!”

With a clear response, the communications officer slammed down the control button.

“Owl legion, activate!”

Owl Legion, having received the command, immediately awakened.

The heads of the owl puppets began rotating clockwise, their eyes glowing with a violet light.

They were calculating the exact coordinates of the observation target where the abnormal heaven and earth energy had been detected.

Once more, the communications officer shouted out.

“Coordinates calculated!”

Seoran issued the next command.

“Begin observation!”

The communications officer echoed back the command.

“Begin observation!”


Damcheong’s seat slowly rotated, aligning precisely with the observation target’s angle.

The dragon’s eyes zeroed in on the anomaly with pinpoint accuracy.

Damcheong’s antlers began to glow, and in a flash, a streak of lightning shot toward a nearby porcelain puppet.

The puppet, a scribe personally crafted by Seoran, transcribed the information carried within the lightning directly onto paper.

Once the precise observation data was recorded, a waiting researcher quickly collected it.

Everything ran like clockwork, with seamless coordination.

This efficient system focused solely on observing the anomaly.

The deep-vision power of Damcheong’s dragon eyes, combined with the widespread Owl legion, proved to be an effective collaboration.

The joint efforts of the Gwanchon Manggi Research Institute and the expedition team yielded more than just the accumulation of observation data.

They also achieved something new—natural disaster forecasting.

Damcheong’s observation:

“A tsunami is expected to hit the eastern coastline tomorrow morning!”

Seoran’s command:

“Initiate disaster prevention procedures!”

The communications officer repeated the order:

“Initiate disaster prevention procedures!”

The owls stationed along the eastern coast let out a synchronized cry.

In the middle of the night, the warning horns blared, waking the residents from their sleep. Groggy, they hurriedly grabbed their survival bags and evacuated.

Monks quickly rose to guide the evacuation and reinforce the coastal barriers.

When the tsunami hit at dawn, it swept away the coastal city along with the barriers, but the loss of life was minimal.

The only casualties were a few injuries from people rushing up the mountains.

The people of the southern continent began to feel a glimmer of hope.

One year after the celebration, the analysis unit finally succeeded in reverse-tracing the origin of the anomalies.

************

The Gwanchon Manggi Research Institute, located deep within the Suseon Alliance.

Upon hearing that the analysis unit had completed its calculations, a massive crowd of monks gathered.

It was a moment that would determine the future of the southern continent.

The researchers struggled to control the crowd.

“Please step back, further back!”

“The expedition team can’t get through because of the crowd!”

“No unauthorized entry! No entry!”

Despite the efforts of the researchers, the crowd only grew larger.

Seoran, Damcheong, and the expedition team barely managed to enter the Gwanchon Manggi Research Institute.

Had they been any later, they would have been stuck, trapped within the throng of people.

The inside of the research institute was just as chaotic.

“Keep checking to make sure the spiritual energy supply doesn’t stop!”

“We’re out of coolant! Out of coolant!”

“Do whatever it takes to maintain the proper temperature!”

“Don’t put anything near the intake! It’ll get tangled!”

“I brought the coolant!”

“Not that one! The other one!”

The expedition team dodged the frantic researchers running back and forth, finally reaching the area where the analysis unit was set up.

The head of the institute and the senior researcher were anxiously watching the calculation process unfold.

The temperature control systems were working furiously to cool the analysis unit, which was emitting intense heat.

Seoran stepped forward to greet them on behalf of the team.

“Director, we’re here.”

The institute head didn’t respond.

It was clear that all her focus was entirely on the analysis, leaving him completely oblivious to everything else.

Seoran decided not to disturb him.

Even in this critical moment that everyone had desperately longed for, the analysis unit quietly continued its work.

The consumption of spiritual energy and coolant was increasing rapidly.

Finally, after the long computation process, it was over.

The senior researcher read the results aloud:

“Final computation result from the analysis unit. The cause of the anomalies is presumed to be an excessively concentrated fire energy, located 500 ri (200 km) deep below the surface, in the middle of the desert beyond the Thunder Ridge Mountains. Error margin: none.”

Upon hearing the confirmation, the institute head shouted.


“Finally, finally! At last!”

That outburst ignited a wave of excitement that spread to everyone present.

Cheers of joy, cries of excitement, and even tearful sobs of relief filled the room.

The Gwanchon Manggi Research Institute had finally completed its mission.

At last, they had found the thread of hope.
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The news of the successful research at the Gwancheongmangi Research Institute spread rapidly throughout the Union.

People everywhere were ecstatic.

While hope was sweeping across the Southern Continent, the Gwancheongmangi Research Institute was already working to calm their excitement and find a solution.

The lead researcher spoke.

“At a depth of 500 li, this must definitely be a volcano, right?”

The institute director nodded in agreement.

“That seems like a reasonable assumption. There wouldn’t be such a vast collection of fire essence without a reason. A volcano would certainly explain its origin.”

Seoran, who had been quietly listening, asked, “What’s the concentration like?”

The lead researcher, flipping through some data, replied, “Compared to a typical hidden realm, the concentration is about seven times higher. This is a conservative estimate; it could be close to ten times.”

Seoran turned to one of the expedition members and asked, “Is a concentration of seven times enough for essence generation?”

As expected from a think tank, a prompt answer followed.

“If the right timing arrives, the essence amplification rate in a hidden realm is just under five times. At seven times, there’s no need to wait for the fire essence to peak. We can generate fire essence immediately.”

Seoran’s intention to obtain fire essence through the Fire Line was purely to hasten the process of transcending.

Whether through the hidden realm or through the Fire Line, there was no difference in the results.

Therefore, there was no reason to change the plan.

Seoran gave the order.

“I will temporarily suspend the Fire Line search operation. Instead, please prepare for the hidden realm ritual. I’m not well-versed in this area, so I’ll leave it to all of you.”

“Don’t worry.”

The expedition team was composed of experts from various fields.

Thanks to this, they were able to respond without issue to the sudden request to prepare for the hidden realm ritual. It was a moment that showcased the preparedness of the joint leadership.

The institute director added, “Make sure to seek cooperation from the Rune Research Institute of the Union. The Southern Continent has always emphasized efficient execution in conjunction with runes. It will surely be helpful.”

“The Southern Continent has more developed runes than the other continents?”

“Well, it’s hard to say definitively which is better. I don’t have experience visiting other continents. Still, it is true that rune research has been active here overall. In the past, you could find runes almost everywhere in the mountains and rivers. Not so much now, though…”

Seoran asked, looking puzzled, “Now that you mention it, I haven’t seen many runes since arriving on the Southern Continent. There are only a few near the Union.”

“That’s because the celestial essence of the Southern Continent is unstable. In such an environment, structures like runes, which are greatly affected by their surroundings, couldn’t help but decay. There are likely not many practical techniques still in use.”

“You seem to know a lot about this.”

The institute director nodded.

“I was a rune master myself in the past. Until about two hundred years ago, I was the head of a rune research institute. After the previous director of the Gwancheongmangi Research Institute passed away, I moved here.”

“You’re quite the expert.”

“It’s not incorrect to say I’ve been focused on rune research for six hundred years since I became an adept at twenty. But how did we end up discussing this? Ah, the cooperation letter.”

Thus, the Southern Continent’s Guardian Corps was formed.

The Gwancheongmangi Research Institute, the Rune Research Institute, and Seoran’s expedition team, which had crossed the treacherous sea.

The average experience of these scholars exceeded several hundred years, truly a gathering of renowned experts.

No problem could stand in their way.

However, diplomatic issues were a different matter.



The giant race was particularly reluctant to engage with other races.

Whether this was due to their bashfulness or some other reason, no one could tell.

Given their inherently closed nature, there was no way to find out.

This isolation was expressed in two main ways.

The first was a relatively passive approach.

The deep-sea giants encountered in the Eastern Continent were a prime example.

When conflicts arose with other races, the deep-sea giants typically chose to migrate.

It was a defensive attitude of avoiding trouble by simply stepping aside.

The second was a much more active approach.

The desert giants living in the Southern Continent fell into this category.

When conflicts occurred with other races, the desert giants resolved issues using their unique fighting style.

It was an exclusive attitude that stated, “If you don’t want to die, you should flee.”

Compared to their relatives, the deep-sea giants, the tribal exclusivity of the desert giants was astonishing.

Yet, despite this exclusivity, it was extremely rare for the desert giants to display aggression.

After all, aggression loses its meaning without an opponent.

The habitat of the desert giants was located in the heart of the desert, within the midst of perpetual sandstorms.

There were even rumors that deeper within, instead of sand, a storm made of gravel would rage.

Naturally, no other race would want to live in such a wretched land except the desert giants themselves.

Under ordinary circumstances, the tribal exclusivity of the desert giants would not pose any issues at all.

It was precisely because their habitat preferences were so starkly different.

But now, the situation was special.

The goal of the Southern Continent’s Guardian Corps was located in the very heart of the desert giants’ territory, where the source of the anomalies lay.



The Union sent a delegation to the desert.

The purpose was to obtain permission for the expedition’s border crossings and research activities to resolve the anomalies.

They hoped that if they offered enough compensation, the desert giants would allow an unarmed group to enter.

It could be said that they underestimated the exclusivity of the desert giants.

Seoran received some unbelievable news.

“What? The delegation was chased away? Without even being able to say a word?”

An expedition member who accompanied the delegation responded.

“That’s correct. The first words from the desert giant we encountered in the sandstorm were, ‘Leave this land at once; this is your final warning.’”

“And then what happened?”

“The representative of the delegation tried to say something, but before they could, they were attacked. It was indeed the last warning. Since we couldn’t afford to conflict with the negotiating party, the delegation had no choice but to retreat.”

Seoran shook his head in disbelief.

“Does that even make sense? Could it be that particular desert giant was just exceptionally exclusive?”

“The delegation thought the same at the time. They attempted to make contact with the desert giants through several different locations. But the results were the same.”

Thus, the negotiating team returned empty-handed.

Just because mutual understanding existed didn’t mean communication was possible.

The desert giants outright rejected any form of interaction.

The entire Southern Continent Guardian Corps was summoned.

“We can’t force our way in, can we?”

“Are you suggesting we go to war with the giants? It would be better to leave the natural disasters unattended; the loss of life would be less severe.”

“Can’t the desert giants fly? We could attack from a distance while riding aerial devices.”

“Director, they can use attack spells too.”

“What about sneaking in? There’s no way they can guard the entire border.”


“The giants possess an unparalleled vision, akin to that of a dragon. They can detect the power of a monk from a thousand miles away.”

“No, just crossing the border isn’t enough. We still have a long way to go in the investigation and research needed to resolve the anomalies. It’s impossible without the giants’ cooperation.”

“What should we do? Should we send the delegation again?”

“Even if we start negotiations by sheer luck, it’s still a problem. The giants are a long-lived race. They are inherently exclusive and have lifespans that can exceed thousands of years. How many years would it take for the expedition team to cross the border? A hundred years? Or a thousand?”

Nothing could be accomplished through words or force.

They were in a situation where they couldn’t proceed in any direction.

The conference room gradually descended into chaos.

At that moment, Seoran, an expert in smuggling, spoke up.

“I have a good idea.”

The institute director asked, “Is that really so?”

“Yes, it is. It won’t take much time, and we won’t have to worry about clashing with the giants.”

“Oh? What method do you propose?”

 “The method is simple: illegal entry.”

The lead researcher looked alarmed. “Illegal entry? Were you even listening to the discussion? The giants have extraordinary vision. How do you plan to evade their sight?”

“Even with extraordinary vision, they can only see far. They don’t have eyes that can pierce through everything like a dragon’s gaze. We can simply ride in a giant puppet and enter boldly.”


“A giant puppet? Are you talking about that gigantic model of the Daebung standing outside?”

“Yes, the Shiksan Daebung I created. With a little modification to its appearance, they’ll think it’s just a massive spirit with magical powers. Of course, we’ll need to add a decent transformation ability to it. While we’re at it, let’s install a translation device as well, expanding the living space to accommodate all the researchers.”

The lead researcher asked, “But is it really okay to do this?”

Seoran shrugged it off. “It’s fine as long as we don’t get caught. That’s all that matters.”

And so, the illegal entry operation began.
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A researcher dismantling the interpretation device said,

“Confidently menstruating while piloting a giant doll—do you really think this clumsy plan will work?”

A colleague working alongside him replied,

“What if it doesn’t work? It doesn’t matter; we have no other options anyway. We’ll just try it, even if it means getting deceived.”

“Isn’t it dangerous?”

“If we get caught, all we’ll end up with is being kicked out. The people who went as an envoy ended up the same way. They warned us and then just went for it.”

The worried researcher seemed slightly reassured.

“Right? It should be fine, right?”

“Could anything go wrong? The envoy actually returned without a single injured person. If you escape, they probably just let you go.”

A senior researcher passing by scolded the two.

“Hey, you two. Stop chatting and get back to dismantling the interpretation device. We’re already busy and frazzled as it is.”

The hesitant researchers quietly continued their work.

They were indeed busy.

There was a mountain of tasks: dismantling and reassembling the interpretation devices, installing cooling spells, modifying the Shiksandaebung, and more.

Thanks to that, the entire Repair Alliance was in a frenzy.

A few days later, they finally dismantled all the interpretation devices.

Disassembling a massive mechanical apparatus without damaging it was no easy feat.

To prevent any potential loss, they had to attach labels to each and every component meticulously.

Moving the piled-up parts of the interpretation devices into the belly of the Shiksandaebung was the responsibility of the Owl Legion. The owl couriers continuously flew back and forth, carrying package boxes composed of 90% cushioning materials and 10% contents.

Since the number of heads on the dolls was quite large, the transportation work itself was completed quickly.

Naturally, after dismantling and transporting, the next step was reassembly. Under the instructions of the senior researcher, the assembly process of the interpretation device was conducted with extreme caution. If even one component were left behind later, it would result in a disaster. A troublesome situation could arise where the entire device would have to be disassembled and reassembled from scratch. Paranoid intermediate inspections were repeatedly conducted.

“Time for the mid-inspection.”

“Didn’t we do that earlier?”

“We’ll do it again later.”

In the end, the assembly of the interpretation devices was completed without any major accidents. Next, it was the turn of the Law Research Institute to step in. Law pillars (flags and pillars) were installed here and there. These were cooling laws to solve the heat generated by the interpretation devices.

Of course, Seoran wasn’t idling either. To deceive the desert giant, the exterior of the giant doll, which looked like a statue, needed to be modified first. It had to look like a real living creature, not an artificial object. So Seoran utilized the Chukseong GaeHwa technique (a type of construction and blooming method).

Using immense wood magic power, Seoran germinated two types of flower seeds that were dormant in the seed storage. Bundles of flower petals that had grown through the rocky exterior walls covered the surface of the Siksan Daebung (a ship or vessel). There were no stamens, pistils, or even leaves—only pure white and black petals were present.

Originally, this was impossible, but Seoran’s mastery of construction techniques had long surpassed biological limitations. The Siksan Daebung, wrapped in gigantic black and white petals like feathers, was completely different from its original statue-like appearance. From the outside, it looked like a real bird.

And it didn’t end there. Just as when Seoran first learned metamorphosis magic, she carefully observed a real white-haired, hollow-eyed bird. Based on that, she created mimetic functions. The Siksan Daebung pretended to tilt its head, mimicking the common gestures of birds. It was truly an impeccable mimetic function. The researchers at the Gwancheon Machinery Institute and the Law Research Institute, as well as the expedition members, couldn’t help but be astonished.

If the ultimate goal of doll magic was to create lifeless objects imbued with life, Seoran had already reached the brink of that. She was fully qualified to claim the title of the foremost doll magician of the Ingyo.

With the newly born Neo Siksan Daebung, the Guardians of the Southern Continent had completed all preparations. The Neo Siksan Daebung lived up to its name. With its enormous wings fully spread, it flew over the Noejeongsan Mountain Range. Although it wasn’t flying at a speed of 90,000 ri per day, its top speed was just slightly below the speed of sound.

The party arrived at the outskirts of the desert in no time. After flying through a vast area filled with sand dunes, a gigantic sandstorm appeared in the distance. As soon as they entered the influence zone of the storm, complete darkness without a single ray of light unfolded.

Because the flight speed of the Siksan Daebung was so fast, the Guardians of the Southern Continent quickly reunited with the sunlight.

The scorching sun and blazing sand, along with the perpetual sandstorm serving as a natural barrier, made this secret land inaccessible to outsiders. It was the territory of the Desert Giants.


“Damcheong-nim, are there any Desert Giants nearby?”

Damcheong, who had been looking around, replied,
“There are two Desert Giants approaching from the east. They seem to have seen the distance from quite far away.”

As expected, Damcheong possessed Cheonri-an (clairvoyance) that was no less enviable than Yongan’s (dragon’s eye). In a flat, unobstructed desert-like terrain, avoiding the eyes of the giants was nearly impossible.


“Exactly from which direction are they coming?”

“Over there,” Damcheong said, pointing somewhere with his finger.

The giant doll turned its head in that direction. However, even with all the observation equipment embedded in the Siksan daebung’s vision system, the giants were still hard to see.


“There’s nothing particularly visible.”

“Wait a little longer; you’ll see them soon,” Damcheong replied.

Damcheong’s words were true. After some time passed, the members of the party could see the giants as well. There were two Desert Giants with muscular builds. The two men quickly closed the distance. Their strides were so wide that it was hard to believe they weren’t giants. At that speed, even as a mere alert, one might wonder how fast they would run if they decided to sprint.

Finally, the two Desert Giants and the giant hollow-eyed bird faced each other. The two Desert Giants were soldiers from the border defense unit.

The senior soldier spoke with a puzzled expression,
“What kind of bird is this so large?”

The bird that emerged from the sandstorm was truly gigantic. Its head was as tall as the waist of the senior soldier. It was about the height of a 400-year-old child.

The junior soldier said,
“Isn’t this the Daebung? That big bird that’s said to inhabit the northern continent across the sea.”

“Why is a bird that lives so far away here?”

“If it can fly 90,000 ri a day, why wouldn’t it be able to come?”

The senior soldier nodded,
“Hmm, that makes sense.”

And looked down at the giant hollow-eyed bird.

Even while the two Desert Giants were having a conversation, the giant hollow-eyed bird did not leave its spot. Instead, it just tilted its head and stared blankly at the two soldiers.

The junior soldier said, “I guess it’s not a particularly cowardly character. It doesn’t seem like it’s planning to run away even when it sees something unfamiliar.”

“It would be funny if it’s so cowardly despite its size.”

“Yeah, that’s true too.”

The senior soldier looked into the giant hollow-eyed bird’s bright, curious eyes and pondered. Excluding intruders was the mission of the border defense unit. But he was unsure if this gigantic bird could even be classified as an intruder.

The junior soldier, who was rummaging through the bundle tied at his waist, asked, “What are you thinking so deeply about?”

“Well, I was wondering if we should drive this bird away too.”

“Really? Why bother?”

The senior soldier tried to display a sense of duty. “Look at its size. It’s almost like a child. Even if it’s not dangerous to adults, wouldn’t it be a bit dangerous to children?”

“Well, I think my daughter could probably handle it.”

“How old is your daughter this year?”

The junior soldier said, “She’s about 450 years old.”

“Wow, she must be in her cutest phase.”

“Yes, that’s why I’m really enjoying life these days.”

“I envy you; our daughter doesn’t respond well because she’s grown up.”

“How old is your daughter?”

“She’s just turned 600 years old.”

“That must be her puberty phase, for sure.”

“I guess so.”

A short while later, the two soldiers returned to their duties. The junior soldier asked, “So, what are you going to do with this Daebung?”

“Well, I guess I just have to watch it and leave it be. Would it really go if I told it to leave? It doesn’t communicate anyway.”

“That’s true.”

“Let’s go back to the outpost then.”

“Ah, just a moment.”

The junior soldier pulled something from his waist and threw it quickly. A green object landed near the giant hollow-eyed bird. The giant hollow-eyed bird, which had been watching cautiously, caught the green object with its beak and flew away.

On the way back to the outpost, the senior soldier asked, “And what was that you threw earlier?”

“It’s a snack made from cactus.”

“The color was a bit different, though.”


“It’s because of a special seasoning recipe.”

“Can I try just one?”

“There’s plenty, so feel free to eat as much as you want.”

The two Desert Giants disappeared beyond the horizon. Seoran, who was sharing the giant cactus snacks, said, “Things went better than expected.”


Damcheong swallowed the food in his mouth and replied, “To be honest, they passed through so easily it’s almost suspicious.”

The head of the research institute had a similar opinion. “I agree. The vastly different reactions of the Desert Giants in the two cases—the envoy and the giant bird—are utterly perplexing.”

The senior researcher offered his opinion. “Maybe they just dislike humans?”

Of course, no answer came by merely brainstorming together. The clues to the mystery lay with the Desert Giants. In the end, they decided to set aside meaningless worries and focus solely on cutting and eating the cactus.

A little later, the party arrived at a small village.
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The party relentlessly advanced toward their destination.

As they moved farther from the border, the sand gradually diminished, giving way to a rocky desert composed of rocks and gravel. Amidst the vast fields of cacti, they spotted a village.

Seoran spoke up, “There’s a village. Should we detour?”

Damcheong shook his head. “Some Desert Giants have detected us. It wouldn’t be beneficial to act unnaturally now, so let’s just pass over the village as is.”

“Understood,” Seoran replied.

The Siksandaebung sped through the village at an incredible pace. Meanwhile, Seoran used vision-sharing magic to observe the ground below. Adults were farming, and children were playing. Except for everything being gigantic, the lives of the Desert Giants didn’t seem particularly special compared to humans. The most noticeable feature was the super-sized crops. They saw not only edible cacti but also plants presumed to be used for textiles or medicine. All the crops were ones they had never seen before. Seoran suddenly felt a craving for seeds. She planned to collect them when she had the chance, as she was a bit busy at the moment.

A little while later, the Siksandaebung safely reached the source of the anomaly. The prediction of the Gwancheon Machinery Institute was accurate—the source of the anomaly was indeed a volcano. However, it looked somewhat different from what they had imagined. Buildings were densely packed throughout the volcanic area. Gushing lava fountains and massive lava lakes dotted the landscape. Families of Desert Giants gathered in small groups.

Seoran murmured to herself without realizing, “Hot spring?”

Except for the fact that they bathed in lava instead of hot spring water, it was a typical hot spring resort scene.

Damcheong, who was looking around, pointed somewhere. “That volcano over there seems to be the source of the anomaly.”

Damcheong’s fern-like fingers pointed to the grandest of the nearby buildings—a large public bathhouse. It was a building that completely occupied one gigantic crater. Perhaps because it was famous, it was bustling with visitors.

Seoran asked the institute director for confirmation, “What does the interpretation device say? Is that the place?”

The institute director nodded, “Yes, the area below the crater is the source.”

The senior researcher expressed his worried feelings, “But now what do we do? To resolve the anomaly, we need to enter inside the crater, but why is that bathhouse blocking the way so stubbornly?”

Damcheong expressed an optimistic view, “Can’t we just boldly enter while riding the giant doll? Like when we crossed the border. After coming this far, Desert Giants…”

Seoran entered the changing room and quickly undressed. For reference, the clothes she wore were borrowed temporarily while controlling the Siksandaebung. She would return them later, so it wasn’t like she had stolen them.

As soon as she stepped out of the changing room, she found herself in the women’s bath. Bright red lava was churning and flowing everywhere. It was an incredibly surreal sight. She cautiously dipped one foot into the lava. Perhaps because she was trained in Wonyounggi, it didn’t feel particularly hot. Relieved, Seoran fully submerged herself in the bath.

She swam around a bit, focusing on the sensation beneath her feet. After stepping carefully in several places, she found what she had been looking for—a lava vent. Seoran opened the left fist she had been clenching the whole time. Inside her palm was a small white object, about the size of a grain of rice. It was a bundle wrapped in the fire rat’s fur, also known as Hwa–hwan–po.

Hwa-hwan-po, or the fire rat’s cloak, was a garment made from the skin of a fire rat that lived in volcanoes. Thanks to the mystical qualities of the fire rat, it was said that anyone wearing Hwa-hwan-po could freely move through fire, even if they were an ordinary person. It was quite a rare item—there were only a few of them even in the Ojukmun.

If anyone asked where such a treasure had suddenly come from, the answer would be Seoran’s wardrobe. It had been custom-made to commemorate her successful cultivation. However, Seoran herself had always thought of it as just a pair of soft pajamas. She only discovered that her comfortable nightwear was, in fact, a treasure during her return visit to the Eastern Continent.

“Have the Desert Giants ever blocked us even once?” Indeed, as someone who enjoyed swimming with schools of carp in the pond, Damcheong’s idea was incredibly audacious.

People merely exchanged glances, hesitant to speak. They were at a loss as to where to begin their explanations.

Seoran broke the awkward atmosphere, saying, “Let’s try it as Damcheong suggested. It’s not like we’ll suffer any losses if we fail.”

Though she said that, she honestly had little hope. A child-sized bird flying in the sky was entirely different from entering a bathhouse. It was clear that the Desert Giants wouldn’t let them through without reason.

The Siksandaebung folded its wings and landed on the ground. It then walked toward the entrance of the bathhouse with an unapologetic swagger. Naturally, they were denied entry. A Desert Giant sweeping the entrance swung his broom. “What kind of bird is this big? Hey, get out of here!”

The Siksandaebung chirped in surprise and fled. Damcheong had a very disappointed expression. “That Desert Giant is unusually vigilant. If we had just made it inside, it would have been done…”

Seoran replied somewhat nonchalantly, “Yeah, that’s too bad.” She then began to ponder if there was a way to sneak into the bathhouse. The building itself was constructed only with walls, lacking a ceiling, but it seemed to be warded off with barriers to keep the heat out. Access was strictly through the main entrance.

The people from the Gwancheon Machinery Institute were equally perplexed. They had already conceptualized several methods to resolve the anomaly along the way, but now they found themselves in an absurd situation where their plans were thwarted by a mere lava bathhouse.

Everyone was deep in thought, scratching their heads, but no viable solution came to mind. Even if they attempted to sneak in, they would be caught, and breaking through the barriers would also get them caught.

Damcheong displayed an unusually passionate attitude that day, suggesting more than ten plans on his own. Unfortunately, none of them proved to be particularly helpful.

Finally, as noon approached, Seoran said, “Let’s take a break for a moment. Let’s have lunch and reconvene afterward.”

People chatted about what would be served for lunch as they headed to the dining hall in small groups. For reference, it was Ohyangjangyuk (a five-spiced pork dish). The smell of pork already had them salivating.

Seoran sat blankly in the conference room. She didn’t really have any particular cravings for food, so she just gazed at the scenery of the resort. Desert Giants in outfits resembling hot spring robes. Children happily laughing while holding their parents’ hands.

A sign that read “Free entry for children under 500 years old” caught Seoran’s eye, and a bright idea suddenly sparked in her mind.

Seoran confidently approached the entrance of the grand bathhouse. The Desert Giant, who had been sweeping earlier, looked at her and asked, “Hey there, where are your parents?”

“They’re calming down my little sibling! They told me to go ahead and bathe first!”

“Oh, your sibling’s crying, huh? So they’re taking care of them, and you came to bathe first?”

“That’s right!”

“Well, aren’t you brave? Go on in, then.”

“Thank you!”

Seoran entered the bathhouse with giant strides. She passed by numerous Desert Giants on her way to the check-in counter, but none of them stopped her. After all, a Desert Giant child enjoying a lava bath was nothing out of the ordinary.

Seoran was using Saejang Technique, a growth magic technique she learned from the Labyrinth Sorcerers. It allowed her to disguise herself as a giant. She had learned it so long ago, and it had been so useless that she had completely forgotten about it until now.

Seoran’s current height was just over 400 meters. For reference, her original height was 137 cm. That meant her height had increased nearly 300 times, and her volume had increased by a staggering 27 million times.

Maintaining such a size required an astronomical amount of magic power at every moment, but Seoran had no problem. She had a forbidden artifact larger than a Yeouiju (a magical wish-fulfilling jewel).

When Seoran reached the counter, she said, “One child, please!”

The Desert Giant man asked, “How old are you?”

Seoran shamelessly inflated her age tenfold. “450 years old!”

An elderly Desert Giant nearby was shocked. “What?! 450? That little one?”

The man at the counter replied, “Father, why are you so surprised? These days, that’s a pretty decent size for a kid.”

The old man mumbled weakly, “How did the Desert Giant tribe, once tall enough to look down on even passing clouds, decline to this extent…? It’s all our fault… We, the old generation, have no face to show our ancestors…”

“Father, why are you blaming yourself?”

The elderly Desert Giant was indeed a giant among giants. Even sitting on the ground, he was much taller than the border soldiers Seoran had encountered earlier. Although she didn’t know all the details, it seemed true that the average height of the Desert Giants had gradually decreased over generations.

After comforting his father, the man at the counter turned to Seoran and said, “Ah, right! You said you’re 450? Well, admission is free for those under 500. You just need to write your name in the registry. What’s your name?”

“My name is Soso!”

“Soso, that’s a good name. Head inside and go to the right; that’s the women’s changing room. Put your clothes in the basket.”

“Okay!”

That incident, where a bank run was triggered due to Mokseonhwa, was indeed the same time.
It was thanks to Iageum, who was selecting clothes from her wardrobe, that Seoran learned the garment wasn’t just pajamas, but actually a fire rat’s cloak.


Seoran’s protest as to why the fire rat’s cloak was white instead of red was meaningless.
What could she do if the original fire rat was white?
It wasn’t like she could complain that it wasn’t depicted that way in comics.

Standing above the lava vent, Seoran cautiously checked her surroundings.
Seeing no one was watching, she quietly submerged herself.
Then, she released the Saejang Technique that made her gigantic.

Her once-enlarged body quickly shrank down, eventually returning to her original height.
From a bundle that was easily twice her own size, she pulled out a small sword.
It was the Obsidian Dagger, a gift from Geumgyowol, a disciple of Wonyounggi from the Geumjakpa sect.

With a simple application of Bopyong Technique, the obsidian dagger, which was a type of flying sword, began to soar through the air on its own.
Naturally, Seoran, still holding onto the hilt, was carried along with it.

Seoran disappeared into the massive lava vent.



 
  
    Chapter 119: Killing Two Birds With One Stone – 5


The original plan of the Southern Continent Guardians was as follows:

First, Seoran would generate Hwayeong energy at the source.

Second, Seoran would accumulate purification power through public law.

Third, the remaining Hwayeong energy would be expelled through a volcanic eruption.

A massive amount of Hwayeong energy would be consumed twice: once during the mystic ritual and again during the power transformation process.

Afterward, they intended to use large-scale volcanic activity to completely deplete the significantly reduced Hwayeong energy.

It was a perfect plan to resolve the abnormal phenomenon by neatly removing the excessively concentrated Hwayeong energy.

However, they had to change part of the plan inevitably.

This was due to the lava resort located in the volcanic area.

They couldn’t turn the peaceful daily lives of the Desert Giant Tribe into a disaster movie in an instant.

In the end, the third stage was slightly altered.

Instead of causing a volcanic eruption, they decided to use another method.

After all, as long as the abnormal phenomenon was resolved, that was all that mattered.

Seoran, who was dangling from the obsidian short sword and enjoying the sword-flying technique, had already arrived at the source.

Though it was said to be 500 li deep underground, considering the flying speed of the sword-like magical tool, it was certainly not a long distance.

It was unclear if navigating through magma could even be defined as flying, though.

Seoran reached out with her intuition, feeling the surroundings.

In the middle of the magma, there was nothing her poor spiritual eyes, which lacked even a clairvoyant ability, could do.

The only thing she could rely on was the intuition she had steadily trained.

An invisible sphere of sensation rapidly expanded from the center of Seoran’s head.

In an instant, a radius of several li was covered by her perception range.

A tremendous amount of sensory information flooded in, but her brain had no trouble keeping up with the processing speed.

Seoran’s original spirit, which had been crouched in her narrow little head, opened its eyes.

The translucent baby that emerged from the Baekhwehyeol at the top of Seoran’s head stretched immediately after coming out. Its body was worthy of the title “superior baby.”

In a spirit form, Seoran began to sort through the vast flood of information pouring in.

Information needed for this situation and information that wasn’t.

It didn’t take long.

In her spirit form, Seoran remotely controlled her physical body.

Her body, which had a blank expression, moved according to her soul’s command toward a place where the concentration of Hwayeong energy was denser.

She was heading toward the center, where she could set up the formation.

Middle Seoran and Small Seoran arrived at the center. The Hwayeong energy here was overwhelmingly dense. This was the place.

Seoran unpacked the bundle made from the fur of a Fire Rat.

Inside were numerous flags and pillars for the formation.

Before the formation tools could be damaged by the high temperature, Seoran quickly infused them with her spiritual power.

The tools, activated in an instant, scattered in all directions.

Seoran loosely draped herself in the Fire Rat fur and waited for the formation setup to be completed.

The items in the bundle were part of a one-touch formation setup kit made by the Formation Research Lab, who had worked through the night to complete it.

Even a novice could easily set up a formation as long as they understood the basic usage instructions.

A little while later, the formation was finally complete.

The formation, resonating with Seoran’s golden core, absorbed all the surrounding Hwayeong energy with immense power.

The mystic ritual had begun.

Seoran’s original spirit returned to her skull.

From here on, razor-sharp concentration was required.

Even the most skilled spirit cultivators would sometimes take seven full days and nights to complete a single spirit root.

Seoran began her meditation with a calm heart.

Exactly 15 minutes later, Seoran stopped her meditation.

It wasn’t because she had suddenly gotten hungry in the middle of the mystic ritual.

It was simply because the Hwayeong root had been generated earlier than expected.

Seoran examined her solar plexus, or the middle dantian, through her intuition.

Red, blue, yellow, and white—four distinct colors.

No matter how many times she counted, it was unmistakably a Four-Spirit Root.

Seoran had undoubtedly succeeded in creating the Hwayeong root.

The first thought that came to her mind was, “Already?”

To be honest, Seoran was aware that she was a genius.

So, she didn’t think it would take seven full days and nights to create a single spirit root.

But still, wasn’t this a little too fast?

The second thought that occurred to her was, “Ah, could it be?”

A person’s sense of time wasn’t always accurate.

Sometimes, when you got too immersed in something, time seemed to pass more quickly than it actually did.

It’s like when you plan to take a short nap, but the next thing you know, it’s almost time to head to work.

Of course, the “perceived time error hypothesis” was quickly dismissed.

No way could she have confused seven full days with just fifteen minutes. Even if you misjudged the time, there were limits.

Just to be sure, Seoran checked the operating time of the formation, but not even two full hours had passed yet.

Seoran decided to take it positively.

Maybe it was the special environment, her innate talent, or just plain luck.

She didn’t know exactly what the cause was, but since it had ended early, that was a good thing.

Seoran moved on to the second stage of the plan.

It was time to convert the dense Hwayeong energy into purification power.

For this, she had already memorized a public law manual.

The technique she would use this time was the “Embracing Fire Body Protection Technique.”

In simple terms, it meant embracing fire to protect the body.

It was a fire-attribute secret technique of the Ojukmun.

The effect of the technique was extremely simple.

It generated a unique barrier, specifically an amorphous Tao Fire barrier, to protect the user.

If categorized, it would be considered a defense-specialized technique.

Before leaving for the Southern Continent expedition, Seoran had heard an explanation about the Embracing Fire Body Protection Technique from Yeomujin. It was then that she fully understood how Ojukmun became one of the Five Great Sects of the Western Continent. Their exceptional alchemy, which produced potent pills, was just one of the three pillars supporting Ojukmun.

As long as purification power was continuously supplied, the Tao Fire barrier protected the user from nearly all damage. The stronger the attack, the faster the barrier would consume spiritual power, but that was the extent of it. No entity had ever destroyed a Tao Fire barrier.

In the end, there were only two practical ways to kill a user of the Embracing Fire Body Protection Technique.

The first was to ambush and kill them before they could activate the barrier.


The second was to overwhelm them through sheer numbers and wear them down in a war of attrition.

While its effectiveness in the Celestial Realm was uncertain, in the Mortal Realm, it was practically an invincible technique.

As Seoran recited the incantations while meditating, her bare body was engulfed in fierce flames.

It was the Tao Fire barrier, ignited by feeding on her purification power.

This was proof that Seoran had already mastered the Embracing Fire Body Protection Technique.

The Hwayeong energy drawn in by the formation flowed directly into Seoran’s body, where it was converted into purification power. The concentration of Hwayeong energy, which had already decreased significantly during the mystic ritual, continued to thin out. At this rate, the abnormal phenomenon would be resolved without even needing to proceed to the third stage.

A little while later, Seoran stopped performing the technique.

Her body could no longer absorb any more spiritual power.

She had saved a significant amount of spiritual stone costs in the process.

Seoran carefully examined the surroundings with her intuition.

The concentration of Hwayeong energy had fallen below the critical level.

At this point, it didn’t seem necessary to recklessly fire spells at the barrier she had created, as originally planned.

Still, just in case, Seoran carefully scanned her surroundings.

As she was doing so for a while, something caught her intuition.

It was a large pillar-shaped object.

Seoran maneuvered her flying sword toward the pillar.

The surface of the pillar, which was about twice Seoran’s height, was covered in intricate patterns. She wondered why she hadn’t detected such a massive object earlier.

It might have been because the Hwayeong energy had been too dense.

Her sensory range sharply contracted, and Seoran’s intuition focused entirely on the pillar.

The pillar was drawing in a tremendous amount of Hwayeong energy with a force she couldn’t comprehend.

It was then that Seoran realized what the true cause of the abnormal phenomenon that had ravaged the Southern Continent was.

Seoran was utterly dumbfounded.

The familiar patterns and the mysterious object with inexplicable mechanics.

The culprit was all too obvious.

It was the ancient civilization again.

As Seoran stepped out of the changing room, the man at the counter asked her,

“Hey, why’d you finish your bath so quickly? A proper bath should take at least two shijin (four hours) if you’re going to do it right.”

Immersed in her small act, Seoran replied,

“I’m sick of bathing!”

Once outside the large bathhouse, Seoran sprinted full speed toward the meeting spot where her companions were waiting.

Siksan Daebung was lingering nearby.

After dispelling her growth technique and throwing on the Fire Rat fur, Seoran quickly hopped onto Siksan Daebung’s beak.

The head of the research lab greeted Seoran upon her arrival.

“Monk Ryu, how did you return so quickly? Did something go wrong during the formation setup?”

From the perspective of the Southern Continent Guardians, it was impossible to expect that the abnormal phenomenon had already been resolved.


The minimum operation time they had originally estimated was seven full days and nights.

Even Seoran herself hadn’t expected that the entire process would be finished in just two hours.

Without delay, Seoran delivered the good news.

“The abnormal phenomenon has been successfully resolved!”

It was all too obvious how the people of the Southern Continent would react.



 
  
    Chapter 120: Dragon God


The monks of the Southern Continent were truly overjoyed.

They let out high-pitched screams that rivaled wind instruments, jumped up and down in place, and threw innocent pieces of paper into the air. Considering that they had suffered from natural disasters for hundreds of years, this was quite a reserved reaction.

After a while, people barely regained their composure.

They began to clean up the scattered papers on the ground and started tidying up their clothes. Occasionally, complaints about who had thrown so much paper could be heard.

The head researcher, who was tidying her disheveled hair, spoke.

“So, you’re saying that this single pillar was the source of all the problems?”

Seoran nodded.

“Yes, I am certain. The reason why a volcano formed here isn’t because this is a volcanic area with a high concentration of fire energy, but because this place, where fire energy abnormally accumulated, created the volcano. Our prediction was reversed in terms of cause and effect.”

“Personally, I wish Investigator Ryu’s hypothesis had been correct. If a giant volcano, rather than the pillar, was the cause, there’s no guarantee that these anomalies won’t recur in hundreds or even thousands of years.”

“There’s no need to worry. Just look at this pillar. Even now, it’s attracting fire energy.”

The head researcher turned her head toward the pillar.

The pillar, engraved with intricate patterns on its surface, was shaking slightly as it absorbed only the fire attribute from the surrounding elemental energy. The principle behind its operation was impossible to guess.

The head researcher smiled faintly.

“Well, there’s no reason to invite unnecessary worries on such a joyous day. The important thing is that we’ve saved countless lives on the Southern Continent from natural disasters, haven’t we? Come to think of it, I haven’t even thanked Investigator Ryu yet.”

“How could I alone receive thanks for something we all accomplished together?”

“That’s not true. Without Investigator Ryu, the Dragon God, and the expedition team, how could we have achieved such a happy day? Even if I expressed my gratitude ten thousand times over, it wouldn’t be enough.”

Seoran and the head researcher laughed heartily.

The investigators of the Southern and Western Continents exchanged compliments with one another. The spacious belly of the Siksan Daebung quickly filled with a cheerful atmosphere.

With the mission completed, all that was left was the return journey.

The group returned the giant-sized clothes they had borrowed without permission.

And with a light flap of wings, they left the volcanic area.

The Siksan Daebung occasionally landed on the ground to pick up seeds before taking off again.

Each time, new seeds were added to the seed storage.

‘What will I create with these giant plants next?’ Seoran licked her lips in joyful anticipation.

Despite the occasional distractions along the way, the group had long since left the territory of the Desert Giants. Thanks to the subsonic flight of the Siksan Daebung, they made excellent time.

In the end, the Southern Continent’s Guardian Unit, which had set out in the summer, was able to return before spring arrived the following year.

The good news brought by the giant bushtits transformed the Suhseon Alliance, and the entire Southern Continent, into a festive atmosphere.

Lying back on a soft bench while nibbling on fruit, Seoran suddenly had a thought.

‘Isn’t it about time we head back?’

It had already been over a month since Seoran and the expedition team had stayed at the headquarters of the Suhseon Alliance.

They had been unable to refuse the invitation to stay until the festival ended, to rest from their journey.

The festival’s fervor spread across the entire Southern Continent like wildfire, showing no sign of dying down.

Thanks to this, Seoran had been living like a swan.

She lazed around, ate food, meditated, practiced her techniques, and even read technical books.



Day after day, the passing of time felt like such a waste.

Seoran suddenly stood up and made a decision.

“I must leave the Southern Continent!”

And without delay, she issued a summoning order.

The expedition team swiftly gathered and prepared.

The members of the Suhseon Alliance also hurriedly followed.

The head researcher, acting as their representative, asked,

“Investigator Ryu, why are you leaving in the middle of the night? Was our hospitality lacking in any way?”

Seoran responded,

“No, that’s not it. I am truly grateful for your generous hospitality. But we cannot impose on you forever. We also have pressing matters that need to be prepared for.”

“Preparations?”

“Yes, preparations for the Munpabi Seung.”

The people of the Southern Continent, listening in, nodded their heads.

It was a reason they had no choice but to accept.

There was nothing more urgent in this world than the Munpabi Seung.

The head researcher, speaking with a tone of deep regret, said,

“So, you have such a major task ahead of you. Understood. If there are any supplies you need, please let us know. We will ensure you lack nothing in your preparations.”

“Thank you, Head Researcher.”

“No, we are the ones who are thankful.”

The moment of farewell approached.

The expedition team disappeared into the beak of the Siksan Daebung, receiving the Southern Continent’s people’s parting words.

And the giant bushtit opened its eyes.

On top of the Siksan Daebung’s head, brightly colored wreaths were piled high.

With every movement of its massive body, the wreaths fell like rain.

The monks of the Southern Continent had each placed one as a sign of their gratitude, and now they had accumulated like that.

The plain was filled with crowds waving their hands.

Commoners and monks alike were united in one heart and one mind.

Amidst everyone’s farewells, the Siksan Daebung took flight.

It was a beautiful goodbye.

*****

At dawn, Damcheong, who had been soundly asleep, woke up.

She slowly rubbed her eyes with her tiny hands as she stretched.

Then, she suddenly opened her eyes wide.

And immediately followed with a lively shout.

“Finally!”

Damcheong quickly got out of bed.

But something felt a bit strange.

She had fallen asleep in the guest room of the Suhseon Alliance headquarters, but when she awoke, she was inside the belly of the Siksan Daebung.

Hurriedly, Damcheong began searching for Seoran.

At this time of day, Seoran was undoubtedly in the sauna.

Though she was flustered, having spent almost a year in this space, Damcheong managed to reach her destination.

As she entered the dressing room, the sauna door opened right on cue, and Seoran, naked, stepped out.

She was swinging a towel around like a pair of nunchucks.

Seoran’s flashy skill was just like that of a martial arts movie enthusiast.


Noticing Damcheong a bit late, Seoran asked,

“Are you here to use the sauna?”

Damcheong, who had been momentarily speechless, regained her composure.

“No, the sauna is not what matters right now! Why are we inside the Siksan Daebung?! What about the Suhseon Alliance and the festival?!”

Seoran answered casually,

“Well, we left the Southern Continent last night.”

“Left?! Why today of all days?!”

“Does it really matter when we leave?”

Damcheong collapsed onto her knees.

“Today… the Carp Festival was scheduled for today…”

Seoran, taken aback by Damcheong’s dejected voice, apologized.

“The Carp Festival? I’m sorry, I didn’t know…”

“I had been waiting so eagerly for today… Why didn’t you ask me before we left…?”

“No matter how much we tried, you wouldn’t wake up…”

Seoran’s words were true.

The expedition team had tried to wake Damcheong before leaving.

They called her, shook her, even blew a horn by her ear, but nothing worked.

So they ended up carrying her onto the Siksan Daebung.

They couldn’t just leave her behind in the Southern Continent because she wouldn’t wake up.

Damcheong understood.

Seoran and the expedition team had clearly done their best.

There was no malice involved, so there was no point in blaming them.

Still, she couldn’t hide the sadness in her voice.

“Well, it can’t be helped…”

“Damcheong…”

“I’m fine… I’ll just return to my room…”

Seoran, determined to lift Damcheong’s spirits, suggested,

“Damcheong, instead of that, why don’t we go to the dining hall?”

“The dining hall?”

“Yes, let’s have some honey tea and hang out!”

Damcheong, feeling slightly better thanks to Seoran’s kindness, responded.

“Hm, that sounds nice.”

“Great, let’s go right away!”

“First, you should put on some clothes.”

“Yes.”

Seoran slipped on her fire rat fur coat.

*****

The place where Seoran and Damcheong were was inside the Siksan Daebung.

Naturally, their entertainment options were limited.

Today, they planned to check out the gifts.

Seoran spoke like a museum curator.

“This device you see here is a decoding mechanism that was handed over by the Gwanchun Manggi Research Institute.”

“This seems like a very important item, doesn’t it?”

“They said they could just make another one, so they gifted it to us. We also received a book detailing maintenance methods. Currently, it’s temporarily connected to the Siksan Daebung’s core. The efficiency of various systems, including the target distribution function, has dramatically improved.”

“Oooh!”

The next item was a pile of spirit stones.

“These are spirit stones gifted by the Southern Continent’s Suhseon Alliance.”

“I see.”

Since Damcheong seemed uninterested, they quickly moved on.

“These are books on formation techniques given to us by the Formation Research Institute.”

“Aha.”

Once again, Damcheong showed no interest.

“This is the pillar we found inside the volcano.”

“…”

Sweating slightly, Seoran moved on to the seed storage.

“These are the seeds of a giant cactus. For reference, I estimate it will grow even taller than the Siksan Daebung once fully grown.”

Damcheong showed an intense reaction.


“Is that true?! I want to plant it right away!”

Her previous sadness seemed forgotten in her excitement.

Relieved, Seoran spent time explaining the giant seeds in the seed storage.

It was truly an enjoyable time.

Nine months later, the group arrived at the coast of the Western Continent.
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