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    Prologue: Dom Hwang Cha


There is something called the 10,000-Hour Rule.

It’s the idea that to become an expert in any field, you need to invest roughly 10,000 hours.

That’s about 4 hours a day for just under 7 years.

It’s not a short amount of time, but as I looked at the numbers in front of me, I couldn’t help but think, 

“Wow, this feels surprisingly short.”

20,000 hours.

That was the amount of time I had spent playing this game so far.

Touhou Exorcism Records

This was an RPG game with a martial arts setting and yokai-slaying elements.

The protagonist starts as an unnamed martial artist from the central plains and, depending on the choices, becomes a righteous or rogue hero, either uniting the martial world or purging the yokai that disturb the land.

It didn’t dominate an era… but it still enjoyed a modest popularity as an oriental-style RPG.

To me, it was a masterpiece into which I had poured 20,000 hours of my life, truly a game where I had invested my life.

It had long surpassed being just a classic game; it was like fossilized oil—stale and ancient.

Boss strategies, knowing where specific items were hidden, and advanced techniques like finishing the entire story without getting hit, or defeating the final boss while blindfolded and only wearing underwear, I had mastered them all.

For someone like me, the updates introducing new classes and dungeons acted as a much-needed breath of fresh air—like rain in a drought, providing new challenges.

The newly updated class this time was igniting my competitive spirit.

Title: 5 Hours Playing the New Class – One-line Review

“Domhuangcha.”

What the hell? This is the class you put out?

If it came out on April Fools’ Day, people would’ve called it a joke!

Everything about it, from its concept to its performance, is rotten.

It’s more urgent than the Thief class to get a buff.

What are you saying? Thief fans, cut it out!

The new class in Touhou Exorcism Records was receiving universally negative reviews across forums, SNS, and all communities.

Jangshi

As the name suggests, this class was about a dead body coming back to life, turning into a yokai.

In Western terms, it’s part of the “undead” category.

It had a background where the body of the deceased was revived but the person retained their human consciousness, which appealed to users with a romanticized view of undead characters.

Many were looking forward to this new addition.

However, despite the hype and the flashy advertisements, just a week after its release, the class was being mercilessly criticized by all users.

In fact, after a week, seasoned players had long since completed the main story and were walking around in nothing but underwear.

But so far, there wasn’t a single person posting a guide for the Kangxi class on the forums or YouTube.

I personally avoided spoilers to enjoy the pure experience, but the rumors I heard were just two kinds:


	Don’t play Janshi



    2. Criticize the person who created the Kangxi class

And for me, someone who had eagerly awaited new content, this paradoxically lit my competitive spirit.

Who am I?

I am an oil-user with 20,000 hours in Touhou Exorcism Records.

I was even nicknamed “Oil King Mansour” in the community.

With the developers openly challenging me to “try and beat it if you can,” how could I refuse?

So, I left my max-level character behind and quickly created a new character.

The minimum level required to choose a class was level 20—third-rate.

Newbies might take days to reach it, but with my skill, I did it in 2 hours.

Without a hitch, I reached level 20, chose the Kangxi class, and started the job advancement quest.

Unlike other classes, as a revived corpse, the Kangxi class allowed a visual transformation.

I could either make my skin pale and lifeless or go for a decaying, ghoul-like look.

But what caught my eye was the option to create a skeletal appearance.

It was a grotesque, fully-boned form—definitely a yokai, not a human.

As a dedicated oil user, my curiosity got the best of me, and I selected this skeletal form.

If it caused trouble, I could always remake the character.

But…


“Eh? What… what?!?”

Immediately after finishing the character, a dazzling light burst from the screen, and I lost consciousness.

When I regained my senses, I realized…

I had definitely gotten myself into deep trouble due to that fleeting curiosity.

“…Wow… damn…”



 
  
    Chapter 1: This is awesome


[Occupation: Jangshi

Level: 20 – Low-tier

Martial Arts: None

Skills: Plunder, Reverse Soul]

The blue status window appeared before my eyes…

Looking at this, which seemed like a symbol of being transported to another world, I was at a loss for words.

The sudden and unexpected transfer to another world.

This situation, where I seemed to have entered a world resembling that of the “Eastern Exorcism Chronicle,” was shocking in many ways.

It was one thing to be unexpectedly transported to another world—well, that happens in novels or anime all the time for all sorts of reasons.

But the real problem lay in the situation unfolding right in front of me.

“Is this for real…?”

Clearly, I had somehow become possessed by the Jangshi character I had just created.

The problem was the blue status window, identical to what was in the game, and its display of my current pathetic state.

“No, seriously, what do I do if I don’t have internal energy or martial arts in a martial arts game?”

In the game, when you changed classes, you would learn the martial arts specific to the school.

For instance, with the Namgung Family’s swordsmanship, you would learn lightning-based sword techniques;

the Shaolin Temple would teach you Shaolin kung fu infused with the Buddha’s energy, and demonic sects like the Ma Clan would learn murderous techniques that eventually gained superhuman abilities but came with severe side effects.

However, this Jangshi didn’t have any such class-specific martial arts.

I wasn’t even learning new martial arts—before that, all the basic techniques like martial arts and sword skills I had been learning had vanished.

Even my internal energy was at zero—probably because I lost my martial arts, or maybe because I was a corpse.

All I had left were the skills—something I had never even seen before:

Plunder and Reverse Soul.

‘This is why no one has figured out how to攻略 (攻略 -攻略 means “攻略,” “guidance,” “strategy” or “攻略” in the game).’

Even at level 1, my internal energy should have started at least at 10, but it was at zero.

So, the possibility of gaining internal energy with this body seemed almost nonexistent.

More than anything,

the fact that I had no internal energy wasn’t actually as big a problem as I had feared.

The real issue was the appearance I had at the moment.

Before the transfer, I had a simple curiosity about my appearance.

Reflected in the puddle on the ground was my body, a Jangshi with no flesh, just a skeleton.

At least I had some decaying hair left, so I didn’t look like a total skull, but that just added an eerie vibe.

‘No matter how I look at it, if I walk into a village like this, it’s definitely going to cause a scene…’

If I choose to be part of the demonic sect, I would be restricted from interacting in major cities controlled by orthodox factions. Certain shops would be off-limits, and there would be low chances of encountering wandering martial artists in battle.

Even with the demonic sect, it would be tough—my current skeletal form was on a completely different level of difficulty.

I might even get arrows shot at me right as I approach the village entrance.

‘Hmm… but… what if people just think I have a unique appearance? Maybe they won’t see me as a monster…’

After all, even in games, there were characters with strange appearances, like swimsuits, school uniforms, or dresses.

No one paid much attention, even when female characters walked around in swimsuits or sometimes even in underwear in dungeon raids.

Could I pass as a “look-at-me” character in the game world?

Honestly, I wasn’t sure, but I had no choice but to try.

Lacking martial arts might be manageable with control, but being unable to enter a village or interact with people was an issue I had no solution for.

If I couldn’t complete quests or trade with NPCs, it would be impossible to proceed.

Though I had been transported to this other world, I didn’t want to be killed on the street by a passing thief or blind monster.

“Alright, I should at least change my clothes before going.”

My appearance was a literal skeleton, the kind you’d only see in a laboratory.

Honestly, if it weren’t for the talisman on my head, I looked like a basic skeleton.

But fortunately, I had access to an ‘inventory,’ where I had pre-purchased items.

One of them was a costume set for creating a new character:

The “Ancient Jangshi Outfit.”

Though I never used cash in-game for general play, I always bought one fitting outfit for a new character when starting out.

It was a basic courtesy for someone who loved RPGs to dress their character right from the start.

After all, a little tip for the developers was always worth it.

Anyway, after wearing the “Ancient Jangshi Outfit,”

I slowly examined my reflection in the water.

My honest impression was:

‘…Anyone who sees me would probably think I’m some kind of boss monster.’

The outfit, supposedly 1000 years old, was clearly rotting but still quite majestic.

Combined with my skeleton’s head,

it was honestly just scary.

If this were in the game, players would probably mistake me for a monster and attack me on sight.

As I looked at myself, I thought maybe this wasn’t ideal, but at least it was better than being a naked skeleton with just a talisman.

With that thought, I left the ruined castle where I had “reincarnated” and set off toward the nearby village.

According to my memory, the village was about 10 minutes away from here… Considering the actual distance in the game, it would take me nearly half a day.

I hoped I wouldn’t cause any misunderstandings as I moved cautiously out of the ruined area.

But then,

‘Huh? Could that be…?’

As the sun set and the area darkened,

I could see a faint light in the distance.

It wasn’t hard to guess there were people there.

‘Perfect. I was just trying to make contact with people.’

Though I had decided to head toward the village,

there was a significant risk if things went wrong.

It might be better to experiment with a few random people first.

With that decision made, I moved toward the light cautiously.

Soon, I spotted a group of people camping around a bonfire in the bushes.

They were dressed like hunters, eating what looked like soup.

And at the same time, I noticed something else:

Numbers floating above their heads.

10, 14, 8.


As I looked at the numbers, which seemed to be related to level,

I thought that even if they attacked me, I might be able to win. With that thought, I slowly began to approach them.

I made sure to be as natural and polite as possible to avoid any misunderstandings.

“Excuse me…”

“Ughhh!!!”

“AAAHHHH!!!!”

“A… A Jangshi! The… the Talmyeong Jangshi has appeared!!!”

With screams, the people threw down the bowls they were holding and scrambled to flee into the forest.

Seeing the campsite empty in an instant, I couldn’t help but say to myself:

“…This is a mess…”

“Damn it… This is a complete failure.”

“Yeah, you’re right, brother. We should have at least caught a deer…”

“I swear. When I get home, my wife’s going to nag me again.”

With irritation, the hunter Musong angrily stirred the bonfire.

He lived in Liaoyang Province, three days south from here, and had come hunting to the northern mountains with his brothers. But despite the hardships of the past few days, their luck was just miserable.

They hadn’t caught any large game, and they had barely caught a few rabbits.

At least they had something, but in this situation where they were barely getting by, Musong couldn’t help but feel frustrated.

“Even so, this time is bad. We didn’t even see a shadow of a deer or boar…”

“Could it be… because of that?”

“That? What do you mean?”

“You know, the ruin nearby. The one with the monster sealed there… Could it be the Talmyeong Jangshi causing this?”

The story of the Talmyeong Jangshi was known by most people living in Liaoyang Province.

It was a great monster that had terrified the world a thousand years ago and was one of the Seven Great Demons, the strongest seven demons.

To deal with it, the martial alliance had sent numerous masters, including the great Martial Sage who was the strongest in the world at the time.

After a fierce battle, they finally defeated the Talmyeong Jangshi and successfully sealed its body.

However, due to the massive damage to the martial alliance, they became weak and unable to compete with the demonic factions for a century.

The place where the final battle took place and where the body of the Talmyeong Jangshi was sealed was rumored to be this very ruin nearby.

It had always been an eerie and uncomfortable place, and there were still frequent reports of sightings of monsters in the area.

But…

Despite these rumors, Musong and the other hunters had always dismissed it with a laugh.

“Eh, you believe in such ridiculous rumors?”

“Come on… our youngest brother is surprisingly naive, isn’t he?”

It was possible for monsters like Jangshi to appear, but honestly, the idea that the Talmyeong Jangshi could really be buried here was nearly impossible.

After all, despite multiple investigations by the ruling Mu Yong family over the past few hundred years, nothing related to the Talmyeong Jangshi had ever been discovered.

As a result, most people had accepted it as just a rumor.

But there were still a few naive people who believed it.

“Ha… But if hunting is this bad, could it really be his fault? Could he be trying to resurrect, causing the animals to run away?”

“Haha, you know, if we don’t catch something soon, we might be in real trouble.”

“You’re still too naive, little brother. You’ll experience more of these situations in the future. We’re lucky this time that we at least caught a rabbit, but there are times when we’ve spent a week without even catching a rat. What would we say then? That the Demon King of Horses popped up?”

“Is… Is that really possible?”

“Exactly. Enough with the pointless talk, let’s finish eating…”

At that moment,

Musong’s face turned pale, and the darkness behind the youngest brother thickened.

In the pitch-black forest,

something began to slowly reveal itself.

A skeleton with no flesh, wearing ancient, tattered clothing that seemed to have been there for centuries,

its eye sockets glowing red.

The talisman on its forehead clearly identified it for what it was.

A Jangshi.

And this was no ordinary Jangshi, as its appearance immediately showed it was of a much higher class.

As the terrifying monster slowly approached them,

Musong’s heart seemed to contract, and he was so paralyzed with fear that he couldn’t even scream.

“Ugh… Ugh… Ughhh…”

“Huh?”

“W-what’s wrong, brother?”


And then, when it fully revealed itself from the bushes,

“I…. E-Excuse me…”

“Uh uh uhhhh!!!”

“AAAHHHHHHHH!!!!”

“JANGSHI!!! The Talmyeong Jangshi has appeared!!!!”



 
  
    Chapter 2: Depersonlization


People fleeing while screaming.

Their voices were too distorted to hear clearly, but the sight of them running away, shouting something about “jangshi” or whatever, was enough to crush the faint hope that remained in my heart.

“Shit… I thought it was impossible, but is this really how they’re treating me like a skeleton jangshi?”

At this rate, even if I went to the village, the outcome was obvious.

Jangshi appeared ahead!

Attack!

Execution.

In a game, even if you die, you’d only lose some experience points and revive, but there was no guarantee that would happen in this world.

Since I didn’t know what lies after death, the idea of testing it out was something I didn’t even dare consider.

After the first contact ended in miserable failure, I felt a wave of exhaustion and had no choice but to head back to the abandoned fortress.

Sigh… What should I do now?

A sigh, or rather, a breath that felt more like cold air.

As a jangshi, it seemed far removed from normal physiological functions, and I exhaled that chilly energy as I briefly fell into deep thought about what to do next.

Visiting a human village at this point was absolutely impossible.

Not only would the orthodox martial artists likely react in fear, but even the heretics would probably attack with horror.

In that case, the only option I could consider right now was one.

‘Youkai… maybe.’

Yes.

In the original story, they were almost purely enemies.

Except for rare boss monster interactions, most youkai were just monsters to be killed.

But now, I was a jangshi, a type of youkai.

If I tried to make contact, unlike the humans earlier, they might respond somewhat more favorably.

Moreover, one of the original story’s major bosses was also a jangshi, so I might at least get a more “normal” response than what I was facing now.

Of course, if I took the youkai route, most of the knowledge I had about the original story, such as quests or NPC personalities, would likely become useless.

‘The “overpowered” stuff is seriously annoying, but at this point, I have no choice…’

The only good news was that aside from this new area, the abandoned fortress, I knew the surrounding geography like the back of my hand.

Especially the area where the youkai were gathering.

I was familiar with the so-called “Youkai Lair,” so visiting it wouldn’t be too difficult.

Thinking ahead, I entered the abandoned fortress and settled down quietly.

Ideally, I wanted to head straight to the lair, but it would take at least half a day to get there, even at the nearest distance.

Considering that jangshi are weakened or might even vanish if exposed to direct sunlight, I didn’t need to rush since there was no urgent matter at hand.

Well… There was the possibility that hunters who were scared of me might make a big fuss and form a hunting party, but surely they wouldn’t do that in just one day.

***

Yatap Village.

Located in a mountain valley in Yeoryeongseong, this small village’s inn was bustling with people, considering its size.

Merchants heading north or east.

Wuxia practitioners wandering the mountains for cultivation.

Even officials traveling with imperial orders.

Despite the rugged surrounding mountains, this place was strategically located at a convenient pass, which made it busy with conversations from various visitors.

But at this moment, the focus of many people here was on a group of hunters, who seemed far from impressive.

“Is what you’re saying true?”

“I… I saw it clearly! It was definitely a jangshi… The undead jangshi from the legends!”

“I saw it too! It was a skeleton with no flesh, and the clothes it wore… That was no ordinary youkai!”

The hunters, looking ragged as if they had died and come back to life.

Their faces clearly showing terror, indicating that their words were not lies.

Of course, there was a possibility that they were exaggerating.

However,

At this particular moment, those who knew even a little about the world couldn’t afford to take their words lightly.

“A jangshi from the legends…”

“The undead jangshi from the old legends… Could the fallen one from the Seven Great Demons have returned?”

The Seven Great Demons.

It all began in ancient times, with seven powerful youkai who fought against the heavens.

Now, the term referred to seven great youkai who controlled the world.

Over the long passage of time, their members had shifted, but the title and their dominance remained unchanged.

This wasn’t simply about a new youkai appearing to take the place of the old ones.

In the past, the first of the Seven Great Demons, the Great Celestial Demon, had once insulted King Yama and thrown the underworld into chaos.

In that process, the Great Celestial Demon had committed the most dangerous taboo.

He erased the names of himself and the other Six Great Demons from the Book of Life and Death.

As a result, the spirits of the Seven Great Demons could never reach the afterlife, and even if their bodies were destroyed, they would not die. Instead, they would resurrect in the bodies of some new youkai somewhere in the world.

This was an incomplete resurrection due to breaking a taboo.

The resurrected Seven Great Demons had no memories of their past lives, and their forms changed slightly with each resurrection.

Despite this, they were still considered immortal beings, continuing their so-called “immortality.”

As leaders of the youkai, they ruled from the edges of the world and had been in constant conflict with humans in the Central Plains.

Every time, great heroes of the world would rise to repel their invasions, and sometimes even storm their lairs to destroy them.

However, due to their immense strength, it was rare that the Seven Great Demons ever fell.

And just a month ago, one of them fell after two hundred years.

Gu Shindae, a jangshi with distinctive long arms and twin swords.

He had ruled the northwestern part of the Central Plains, in the old Tibet region, and harbored ambitions to invade the Central Plains. But he was defeated in a preemptive strike by the Martial Alliance and the imperial troops.

Thanks to that, a large-scale war was averted, but now, there was the possibility of a new Seven Great Demons rising somewhere in the world, which had made the Martial Alliance and the imperial court very nervous.

In this context, the story of the jangshi resurfacing caught people’s attention, bringing with it a sense of danger.

And among them, there were those who were taking this matter more seriously than anyone else.

“It seems like it’s worth investigating.”

A man put down his nearly empty cup with a sharp sound.

Zhang Jian, a martial artist who had reached the peak of his craft.

Hearing his words, another martial artist expressed concern.

“Leader… Isn’t this too dangerous?”

“We’ll only know if it’s dangerous once we go. But either way, this seems like a pretty good case.”

Three ronin, who were casually touching their swords as they listened to the hunters’ conversation, were already sensing the strong smell of money in this situation.

“Honestly, I think this is more profitable than going all the way to Yodong.”


“I agree, Leader. If it really is the undead jangshi, there’s no doubt it’ll be worth it. Even if it’s just a weak jangshi, the rewards for eliminating it should be more than enough.”

Yes.

“Hmmm… After listening to the seniors, it does seem like that.”

They were the next Seven Great Demons that the imperial court and the Martial Alliance were desperately searching for.

After finally defeating one of them, their plan now was to find and completely eradicate the next one as soon as possible.

The moment they found its exact location, they would be rewarded with 100 gold coins.

If they managed to defeat one of the Seven Great Demons and bring back its head, they would be given 2000 gold coins, and such offers were being spread everywhere.

In this situation, if what they spoke of truly was the undead jangshi, then it was highly likely that it would take the vacant position of the Seven Great Demons.

Just reporting this fact accurately would mean they could sit on a pile of gold by morning.

Luckily, there didn’t seem to be anyone with a level of skill as high as theirs around here.

They looked at each other, nodded, and then immediately left the inn, moving quickly.

‘Yeah… there’s no need to defeat it. I can just confirm it and come back. If it’s that level of risk…’

‘I don’t need to risk my life, and I don’t have to fight head-on. If I can earn a fortune with just that, then I should do it.’

‘Please, let it be the undead jangshi… I want to try and make a quick fortune too!’

Excited, the three swordsmen, using their light steps, quickly moved.

And then.

As I watched them,

Someone, who had been quietly sipping tea in a corner, calmly stood up, a bit late, but with a relaxed pace.

“Grrrr…”

“Hmmm…”

The presence standing in front of me.

A decayed corpse, with a yellowish paper stuck to its forehead.

It was a jangshi… but more accurately, it resembled a ghoul from Western fantasy.

As I looked at it, I sighed softly.

The visible level of the creature right now was 14.

In other words, it wasn’t even on the level of a third-rate martial artist…

It had barely the strength of an ordinary person, and it stood there holding a willow branch in its hand, making a low growling sound.

The willow branch was ridiculously weak to be considered a weapon.

As I looked at this, a blue spear appeared in my vision, visible only to me.

[Broken Willow Branch (Grade: F)

Skill – Steal: Do you want to use this skill?

Success rate: 100%]

The blue spear indicated the skill’s success rate.

After confirming this once again, I immediately used the skill.

Then.

“Oh.”

With a pop sound, the willow branch disappeared from the jangshi’s hand and appeared in my hand in an instant.

As soon as I confirmed the success of the skill, a quiet feeling of joy surged inside me.

Due to the sunlight, my movements were limited for the time being.

During this time, I had been checking out the only lifeline I had—my ‘skills,’ in various ways.

Steal.

And Half-Soul.

‘Could it be because I turned into a jangshi using the item called the ‘Cursed Thief’s Dagger’?’

The Steal skill I possessed allowed me to forcibly take items from others, much like a thief.

There was no need for any presence or preliminary movements.

If I focused on an item I wanted to take, a spear would appear, and activating the skill would immediately transfer the item from the other person’s hand to mine.

Of course, considering that there’s a concept of probability, it would be harder to steal items with higher grades…

Items like famous swords or rare treasures would have a considerable failure rate, but even with this in mind, this Steal skill might be a ridiculously powerful ability.

Another thing was the jangshi in front of me, which resembled a ghoul.

This ‘just a corpse’ that had been abandoned in the underground of the abandoned fortress.

It was moving just as I thought it should, like a puppet.

Half-Soul (反魂).

Although the name suggested it meant to bring a soul back, it didn’t truly mean resurrection.

Instead, it was likely a skill to create jangshi, as seen now.

However, since this corpse was quite old, it couldn’t be confirmed easily, but because it had the unusual name ‘Half-Soul,’ I thought it might be possible to use it in different ways.

Well, I’d figure that part out later…

Anyway, now that I’d tested my abilities to some extent.

As the sunset approached and the day began to darken,

I planned to leave the abandoned fortress and head toward the nearby lair.

But then…

“Hmm?”

The next moment, I suddenly sensed a presence.

Breaking the silence, not even a single insect had been making noise.

I stopped in my tracks, cautiously taking cover behind the ruined building and began scanning the area.


The area I could see was the pathway leading into the abandoned fortress.

As I saw the overgrown weeds,

I felt as though my forehead was slightly furrowing, even though I was nothing but bones.

‘Crazy… This is way too overpowered.’





 
  
    Chapter 3: It’s really trivial


A group of people approaching an abandoned fortress.

The moment I saw them, I instinctively knew they were a hunting party sent to capture me.

There were three of them, all armed with swords.

Each of them was a first-class warrior, at levels 40, 42, and 45.

They were opponents I couldn’t possibly handle right now, especially considering my current state – barely a third-rate beginner, and without even the most basic martial skills.

Honestly, I had expected a hunting party would come eventually, but seeing them arrive this quickly made me curse them inwardly.

Still, despite my anger, the most pressing matter was how to survive this situation.

Trying to talk my way out of this would likely only result in them immediately drawing their swords.

Moreover, I was facing strong opponents against whom I had little chance of winning. And it wasn’t just one of them—it was three.

Honestly, in this kind of situation, fleeing would have been the best option, but escaping without passing through the only path, the one where they were positioned, was impossible.

So I couldn’t run away, but I certainly didn’t want to give up my life without a fight.

I had no choice but to make a decision.

“I guess I have no choice… if it’s come to this, I’ll have to bluff my way through.”

I must have looked like some kind of boss monster, considering my current appearance.

The chances of success… honestly, I wasn’t sure. But at this moment, this was the only way I could survive.

Without any more hesitation, I immediately turned my attention toward the three sword-wielding warriors and began to walk toward them.

[Iron Sword (Grade: D)]

Skill – Plunder

Would you like to use it?

Success Rate: 99%

I desperately hoped the situation would unfold just as I had planned.

The eerie atmosphere hung heavy over the abandoned fortress.

As they cautiously approached, the trio of swordsmen found themselves unconsciously swallowing dry saliva.

“Ugh… Sir, shouldn’t we have come after dawn?”

“What are you talking about? If we waited, someone else might snatch the prize away from us.”

Everyone knew that ghouls were weak to sunlight.

In that regard, it was common practice to hunt them during the day, but now, they had no such luxury.

“If you’re a top-tier warrior, you should be bolder. You have to take a bit of risk to earn a fortune.”

“Ugh… yes…”

“Now, let’s go check it out. Let’s see if there really is a Deathless Ghoul here!”

At that moment,

A sudden wave of eerie energy washed over them, freezing the trio in place.

A chilling sensation that made their hearts shrink.

In the heavy silence, it revealed itself.

“Th-That’s… no way…”
gulp

The figure appeared, adorned in elaborate clothing with intricate decorations.

At a glance, it resembled the attire of a high-ranking official or even royalty.

But the decayed, centuries-old outfit felt more unsettling than noble or elegant.

And beneath the tattered clothes was a skull, its forehead adorned with a charm, its flesh long gone.

Clearly, this was no ordinary ghoul.

Slowly, it began to approach them.

“O…OO…”

The three top-tier warriors immediately drew their swords, gripping them tightly with both hands.

However, despite their weapons, they couldn’t bring themselves to charge at the ghoul before them.

Their arms trembled, their legs wobbled.

Cold sweat dripped down their foreheads.

Their hearts pounded in terror.

Should they run?

Honestly, it felt like the right choice.

But at that moment, they couldn’t make a decision.

They could tell this wasn’t a normal ghoul.

But could it really be the Deathless Ghoul they feared?

Despite the immense pressure, they couldn’t know for sure without confirming it.

And of course, if they reported wrongly to the authorities, they risked not just losing the reward, but their lives. 

They needed certainty.

What should we do…?

At first glance, it seems full of flaws…

Damn it, but if we recklessly attack, we might end up dead.

The trio, tense and cautious, scanned the situation carefully.

Then, something caught the eye of the leader, Jang Gyeom.

“What’s that?”

“Sir, what’s wrong?”

“That thing… I don’t sense any internal energy.”

“What? What do you mean…”

When a warrior reached the top tier, they could sense the internal energy of their opponents.

Of course, masters of a higher level could hide their power, but Jang Gyeom was particularly skilled at reading others’ energy.

He’d even managed to detect a hidden master’s level in the past, so it was difficult to deceive him.

However,

No matter how he looked, there was no internal energy to be found in the ghoul.

It felt as though it had no internal energy at all…

“Then, is it just an empty shell?”

Even lower-tier ghouls usually have some internal energy, so something felt very wrong here.

That left them with two possibilities:

It was either a complete empty shell, or…

“I’ll go take its head. Without internal energy, it’s just a puppet, right?”

“Ugh…”

“Be careful, Little Sir.”

Jang Gyeom’s warning didn’t stop his second-in-command.

The second, whose temper was usually a bit more reckless, moved ahead before Jang Gyeom could stop him.


With his sword wrapped in a faint aura, he rushed forward.

It was the second’s most powerful move—one he could only use for a short time due to his lack of skill.

He made a swift, decisive strike.

In that brief moment, his mind blurred, but his confidence surged.

This ghoul, dressed so richly, seemed like a perfect target to make a fortune.

With his mind set, he rushed forward.

But just then, the ghoul slowly raised its hand.

An empty hand.

The second didn’t hesitate, thinking the ghoul had no energy. He lunged forward and drove his sword straight into its chest.

The sword pierced through the ghoul’s chest, splintering bones and tearing flesh as blood spurted out…

“…Huh?”

Suddenly, an overwhelming sense of unease flooded in.

As soon as he recognized it,

Blood poured from the second’s mouth.

His vision began to blur rapidly.

What he saw, just barely, was his own sword still stuck in the ghoul’s chest.

It was wrapped in the same faint aura, and it was now embedded in his own heart.

He felt the life drain from him as his vision faded.

What was going on?

Why was the sword piercing him, not the ghoul?

This shouldn’t be happening.

Someone explain…

In the depths of confusion, the second’s breath finally ceased.

With the body of the first-class warrior in front of me, whose heart was still bleeding from the hole,

The ghoul casually dropped the sword it had been holding,

And, with a face devoid of flesh, it looked at us and spoke.

“Truly pathetic.”

An unbearably cold remark.

It was said with such dry, indifferent detachment, as if speaking to an insect.

Jang Gyeom and the youngest, watching this, began to freeze in terror.

The sight of a first-class warrior, pierced through the heart by his own sword, dying before their eyes.

The only thought that came to my mind as I watched that was one thing.

“Wow… so this is how it ends?”

They had been talking among themselves, but then, suddenly, one of them rushed forward, using sword aura to charge at me.

Despite trying to use the aura and the Plunder skill to turn the situation around,

It all fell apart before the plan could even begin, leaving me filled with frustration.

Of course, using Plunder to take the sword away from him wouldn’t be difficult.

Even with bad luck, the 1% failure chance shouldn’t have caused a failure.

But the problem was, would taking his sword really change the situation?

Even if I took his weapon, if those guys decided to throw a punch, my skull would be crushed, and my death would be certain.

The level gap of 20 was a difference between heaven and earth.

And now, with the situation looking like I might be staring at the River of Three Crossings after just two days from the transfer, I used Plunder with a sense of resigned determination…

-Thunk!

“…Huh?”

“…?!?”

Immediately, in my hand, there was a sword wrapped in dispersing sword aura,

And in front of me was the first-class warrior, whose heart had been pierced by that very sword, now dead.

It wasn’t intentional, but somehow, I had ended up killing him instantly.

As I stared blankly at the body before me,

Whether it was due to the influence of the ghoul,

I felt that all confusion, and even the guilt of having killed a person, faded away quickly.

I regained my composure far more swiftly than expected and lifted my head.

What I saw next were the remaining two first-class warriors, looking at me in horror.

Their faces were full of a clear, ghost-like fear.

After all, a comrade who had used an extraordinary sword aura had been killed in the blink of an eye.

Had I been in their position, I would have shown a shocked expression, too. 

But now, I was a ghoul with no flesh.

From their perspective, I must have appeared completely expressionless.

I spoke as coldly as I could, trying to act as imposing as possible.

“Truly pathetic.”

It had been a lucky win, but I had no choice but to continue the bluff.

If they decided to avenge their comrade, a real crisis could ensue.

“OO.”

“Ugh…”

Fortunately, it seemed like my bluff had worked. The two warriors began trembling with fear.

However, I didn’t want to recklessly charge at them. I needed to be cautious.

I started watching them carefully, looking for an opportunity to show ‘mercy.’

Perhaps I should say something like, “You’re not even worth killing,” and let them go?

Just then, as I was considering escaping this cursed ruined fortress as soon as possible…

“Youngest. You should run straight towards the village now.”

“What? B-But what about you, sir?”

“Don’t worry. I don’t plan on dying here. I’ll buy us some time and then escape.”

“S-Sir… but…”


Suddenly, the two of them began acting like characters from a familiar scene.

The image of the older brother sacrificing himself to save the younger brother was somewhat touching, but to me, it only made me curse inwardly.

“Go quickly! With your limited skill, you’ll only be a hindrance!”

“Well, can’t you both just leave without making things more difficult?





 
  
    Chapter 4: Leave this to me


“Se… Second Senior Brother… he… in an instant… w-what is happening? Didn’t we say that guy had no internal energy?”

The youngest disciple, his face pale, began to tremble in fear.

Observing the situation, Jang Gyeom spoke in a stiff, rigid voice.

“I suspected that he might not be without internal energy… but it turns out, that wasn’t the case.”

The second senior brother, impaled by his own sword, had died in an instant.

Jang Gyeom had no idea what kind of martial arts had been used, but there was no way that someone without internal energy could have killed an elite martial artist like the second brother so effortlessly.

And this could only mean one thing—

“It’s not that he has no internal energy… it’s that someone like me simply couldn’t perceive his level.”

No matter how skilled Jang Gyeom was at assessing the strength of others, there were limits to his abilities.

And in other words, that meant that the level of that Jangshi was far beyond what he could measure.

If it had been someone at the transcendence level, he would have at least been able to sense a faint trace of their presence.

But this…

This meant that his opponent’s level was at least “Hwagyeong”.

Or perhaps…

“Could that thing’s level be… higher than ‘Hyeongyeong’?”

“H… Hyeongyeong…?”

The supreme realm that only the most legendary martial artists in the world had ever reached—Hyeongyeong.

If this monster in front of them had truly reached that realm…

Then, its identity could only be that of the dreaded Talmyung Jangshi.

“Hah… now, is this good luck… or bad luck?”

“S-Senior Brother?”

Unconsciously, Jang Gyeom let out a bitter laugh.

Thinking back, he had been far too careless.

His opponent was the same monstrous being that had made the entire world tremble in fear.

Yet he had foolishly believed he could judge it using nothing but his own shallow skills and techniques—what an arrogant mistake.

Because of his overconfidence, the second senior brother had died.

And now, both he and the youngest disciple were about to meet the same fate.

In this situation, there was only one choice he could make.

“Maknae (youngest), run straight to the village right now.”

“Huh? B-but what about you, Senior Brother?”

“Don’t worry about me. I have no intention of dying here like a fool. I’ll buy some time and escape afterward.”

“S-Senior Brother… but…!”

“Go! With your level, you’ll only get in the way!”

“Ugh… hic…!”

Tears streamed down the youngest disciple’s face as he finally turned and ran.

Jang Gyeom let out a small sigh of relief, then shifted his gaze back to the Talmyung Jangshi, which was still watching him in eerie silence, not moving even an inch.

Even as the youngest disciple fled, the creature didn’t react.

Did that mean it didn’t even consider weaklings worth chasing?

Or… was it simply so confident that it could kill Jang Gyeom first and hunt the youngest down afterward?

Either way, Jang Gyeom had no choice but to act.

‘Fighting is meaningless. If I rush in recklessly, I’ll die just like the second brother.’

If his goal was to buy time, then he needed to avoid a direct confrontation at all costs.

‘I’ll keep my distance and run in the opposite direction of Maknae. That should buy at least a little time…’

Glancing toward the dense forest beside him, Jang Gyeom quickly made up his mind.

If he could hide himself in that thick greenery, maybe—just maybe—he could buy a few extra moments.

The Talmyung Jangshi’s gaze remained locked onto him.

The instant he moved, it would attack.

That meant he had to pour every ounce of his internal energy into his movement technique in one explosive burst.

And so, at that very moment—

Jang Gyeom threw himself toward the forest.

Unleashing his full strength, using all his internal energy to maximize his speed.

He had to buy even a single extra second for the fleeing youngest disciple.

But then—

“KUHUAAAAACK!!!!!”

“?!?!”

A piercing scream.

A moment ago, he had sent the youngest running while preparing to flee in the opposite direction.

He had worried that the creature might chase after him, but to his relief, it hadn’t moved.

‘Ah… he’s running away.’

Jang Gyeom could tell at a glance—his escape was just a desperate attempt to buy time.

But then—

“KRRRAAAAAAGH!!”

“!?”

A horrifying scream tore through the night.

He couldn’t see what happened.

But the sheer agony in that scream made his body flinch involuntarily.

Then came an ominous silence.

The air grew heavy, suffocating.

Even though he hadn’t seen it happen with his own eyes, he knew.

‘Someone… is there.’

And it was no ordinary person.

A being capable of instantly killing an elite martial artist—

Not a fluke like his own success, but an absolute powerhouse.

-Step. Step.

A sound reached his ears.

Footsteps.

Slow, deliberate, echoing unnervingly in the silence.

Jang Gyeom’s body froze on instinct.

Then, emerging from the dense foliage, came a severed head.


The very head of the warrior who had just tried to escape.

A chill ran down his spine. He swallowed dryly.

And then, stepping forward—

A woman appeared.

Hair black as ebony.

Eyes a chilling crimson.

Skin so pale it seemed lifeless, devoid of even the faintest hint of warmth.

She was beautiful—almost delicate—but something about her was deeply unsettling.

She looked… human.

But that was only an illusion.

She still held the severed head in her grasp, fresh blood dripping from it.

And above her brow, attached to her hat, was a single talisman.

Jang Gyeom knew.

Even before anything else—

He knew.

There was something about her… something familiar.

Not in a comforting way, but in a way that made him shudder with recognition.

She was like him.

A Jangshi.

But—

‘A Jangshi… but that one…’

If things had ended here, it wouldn’t have been much of a problem.

In fact, despite it being our first meeting, I might have even felt a sense of relief. After all, meeting a “fellow kind”—someone who would likely understand me better than humans—was something to be thankful for.

The problem, however, was the other factor I was seeing right now.

Something that, as far as I could tell, only I could see.

Above her head, a clearly visible number was floating.

61

In Eastern Exorcist Chronicles, levels were essentially equivalent to martial arts ranks.

Someone in their 20s would be considered third-rate, the 30s would be second-rate, and so on.

From that perspective, a level 61 Jangshi meant…

“Transcendent.”

She was far beyond the level of the three first-rate martial artists who had just threatened my life.

It was no wonder the fleeing first-rate warrior had been slaughtered in an instant.

The real issue was—based on my knowledge, if there was a Jangshi with this kind of appearance and such an overwhelmingly high level, there was only one possibility in the original story.

“No way… No, that can’t be. There’s no way my luck is that bad. There’s no way I’d run into a late-game boss like this, right…?”

And then—

-Thud!

“?!?”

The female Jangshi suddenly knelt before me.

Bowing her head, she spoke in a polite, respectful voice.

“My apologies. My name is Zhu Qingxia.”

“Holy sh—… No way. It’s really her.”

The moment she introduced herself, I nearly cursed out loud.

The only reason I managed to hold it in was because of my increased patience since becoming a Jangshi—

And the overwhelming fear gripping me.

Zhu Qingxia.

Among players, she was infamous, known by the nickname “Soju.”

(Technically, Qingxia refers to Qingjiu, not Soju, but whatever…)

The point was, I knew exactly who this Qingxia woman was.

She was the final boss of Eastern Exorcist Chronicles, an endgame nightmare who had made countless players, including myself, cry tears of blood.

One of the Seven Great Saints.

Zhu Qingxia was one of them.

She held the title “Great Saint Who Banishes Gods” (驅神大聖).

And not only was she absurdly difficult to fight, but her in-story personality was also infamously vile.

Her first appearance?

Executing her own Jangshi subordinates for failing their mission.

She was the classic “team-killing boss”, so I couldn’t even feel relieved just because we were of the same kind.

For now, it seemed like her level was much lower compared to the original game’s version—probably because this was happening earlier than the original timeline.

Even so, transcendent-level power was more than enough to annihilate a weakling like me, who was barely at third-rate.

As I stared down at this overwhelmingly dangerous opponent, I had no idea how to react.

I could only remain frozen in silence, grateful that my face lacked the muscles needed to express fear.

And then—

“It is an honor to meet you.”

“I never imagined I would have the privilege of witnessing the great Talmyung Jangshi with my own eyes. This is truly a humbling moment.”

“Please, O Great One, accept this humble girl under your wing.”

“…Huh?”


The name she just said.

Talmyung Jangshi.

At the same time, she was… asking me to take her in?!

For a moment, my nonexistent brain completely shut down.





 
  
    Chapter 5: Because he has done good!(or not)


Life for a Jangshi in Central Plains is never easy.

The regions where most Jangshi dwell, on the fringes, are somewhat better off, but in the Central Plains, Jangshi are constantly hunted by humans.

At least some of the scavengers (bandits) sometimes ally with Jangshi, but even then, it is always based on a mutual agreement for their own benefit.

The fact remains that Jangshi are considered “enemies” by humans, and this does not change.

This also applied to Jangshi with human-like appearances, like Zhu Qingxia.

Generally, unless significantly decayed, a Jangshi doesn’t need high-level sorcery like Shape-Shifting to hide its identity.

Some Jangshi, using these outward traits, lived quietly among humans without revealing themselves. 

However, once their true nature was discovered, they faced horrible torture and death, just like any other monster.

In fact, due to their human-like appearance, they were often hunted more aggressively than other monsters and met even more brutal ends.

Because of this, Jangshi harbored even greater hatred for humans than other monsters.

Many of the bloodbaths that occurred in the Central Plains were the result of Jangshi seeking revenge.

And then there was Zhu Qingxia, the female Jangshi who, recently, had been experiencing rapid progress.

Her case was no different.

In fact, she had gone through even harsher trials than other monsters.

From the moment she was born as a young Jangshi in the heart of Central Plains, her life had been filled with suffering.

From a young age, she faced endless persecution and threats of death, not even understanding why.

She was hunted by government soldiers and almost lost her life countless times at the hands of martial artists.

When she was involved with scavengers who didn’t immediately oppose Jangshi, things seemed a little better. 

However, it didn’t take long for her to realize that they only sought to use her.

Thus, for 20 years, she wandered the Central Plains, enduring hardship.

She often dreamed of leaving this torment-filled land for the monster territories in the far edges, but every time, she shook her head and continued her life hiding among humans.

Zhu Qingxia had a dream.

She had an “objective” to achieve.

And for that, she couldn’t leave the Central Plains.

“The mouse in the warehouse”.

Unlike the filthy rat of the outhouse, the one in the warehouse is large and well-fed. 

A person’s situation could change depending on where they reside.

A simple caretaker in the state of Chu once realized this and left for Qin, eventually rising to the position of prime minister.

Though full of persecution and hardships, it was only in the Central Plains, the heart of the world, where such great upheavals could occur, shaking the very foundation of human society.

Even the mighty Seven Great Saints could never fully enter the Central Plains and had to remain in the outer regions.

Zhu Qingxia knew that the opportunity to fulfill her objective could only come in the Central Plains, not in the barren and desolate fringes.

And so, after enduring time and time again, she continued her wandering life.

One day, while hiding from government soldiers and stopping by a tavern, Zhu Qingxia overheard a peculiar story.

At first, she dismissed it as just a commotion from a side corner of the tavern.

In such a vast land, trivial matters often caught people’s attention.

However, while casually sipping her tea, something in the conversation caught her ear.

“The Talmyung Jangshi has appeared?”

A name that could barely be found in ancient books.

Most of the people around her were skeptical when they heard it.

The Talmyung Jangshi was a legendary monster who had died over a thousand years ago.

It seemed far more realistic to hear stories about people seeing dragons on the back mountains than to believe in such a long-dead being suddenly appearing.

While there was some circumstantial evidence, most people dismissed it as exaggerated tales from hunters.

But for Zhu Qingxia, it was not just a tall tale.

Having spent years learning the various knowledge of the Central Plains, she was well-versed in the legends of Talmyung Jangshi.

And among those legends, there was a passage that perfectly aligned with the current situation:

“The danger of Talmyung is not in mere bravery of common men, but in how it imparts its wicked virtues to other Jangshi.

Those who come near it, like ink to paper, are gradually stained by its darkness, gaining immense and dangerous power.

This is the true danger of the Great Saint Who Banishes Gods.”

The words written in the ancient text about the Seven Great Saints.

If this were to be translated simply, it meant that the Talmyung Jangshi could bestow immense power on the Jangshi around it.

And the story it referred to was none other than Zhu Qingxia herself.

Over the past 20 years, she had endured countless hardships and trained tirelessly to achieve her goal.

However, until recently, her level had barely reached first-rate.

Though reaching first-rate at such a young age was no small feat, it was still far from the level she desired.

However, just a few weeks ago, the situation began to change drastically.

Without any prior signs, her level began to explosively rise.

It felt as though she was growing stronger with every breath she took.

It was a mysterious sensation, one that brought with it a deep sense of joy.

Achievements that had taken years were outshined by just a few days of progress.

Zhu Qingxia had long wondered what the reason behind this was, but today, through the story she overheard, she found the clue.

“Did it really happen?… This power… did the Talmyung Jangshi bestow his grace upon me?”

Though she still hadn’t seen the face of Talmyung Jangshi, she knew that the virtue of such a great figure transcended time and place, bestowing its blessings upon those who sought it.

Just as Mengzi never met Confucius, but still gained wisdom and became a sage due to Confucius’ teachings, Zhu Qingxia believed this power was similarly the result of Talmyung Jangshi’s grace.

Furthermore, there was one more thing.

Beyond simply gaining power, there was something else that caught her attention.

“If he is truly Talmyung Jangshi… I must follow him to achieve my ‘objective.'”

According to legend, Talmyung Jangshi had once risen in the Central Plains, and succeeded in conquering half of the region.

Though he was eventually defeated and buried, he was the only one who had achieved such majesty and was comparable to the Seven Great Saints, beings who fought in ancient times against the Heavenly Army.

For Zhu Qingxia, whose thoughts were focused on rising in the Central Plains, the example of Talmyung Jangshi heavily influenced her.

That Talmyung Jangshi was right here.

As his disciple, shouldn’t she seek him out and learn from him?

With her heart racing, feeling like it might burst out of her chest, she carefully began to observe her surroundings.

She was eager to meet the great figure, but she also had to be cautious of any movement from the government soldiers.

She began to rise from her seat, moving carefully.

But there were others in the tavern who were quicker to act.

A group of martial artists who had been bothering her for a while.

They muttered among themselves and quickly left the tavern.

From what she could tell, they were after the Talmyung Jangshi, or more precisely, after a reward related to the Seven Great Saints.

Zhu Qingxia immediately felt an unpleasant emotion rise.


If this were the past, it might have been different, but now, they were nothing compared to her.

How dare they disturb her connection to such a great being? They needed to be dealt with.

But, after a moment, she quickly reconsidered her thoughts.

Unfortunately, she didn’t know the geography of the area well.

If she followed them, wouldn’t it be easy to reach the place where the great figure was?

So, maintaining a reasonable distance, she expanded her senses and silently began to track them.

And then finally,

As she arrived just a step behind where the three martial artists stopped.

Zhu Qingxia saw it.

The first-rate martial artist, who had dared to unsheathe his sword and challenge the Talmyung Jangshi.

In an instant, the Talmyung Jangshi took his life.

“How pathetic.”

“Ah…”

Even though she had reached the transcendent level, Zhu Qingxia still couldn’t fully grasp what had happened.

The event had unfolded so quickly, it was hard to even recognize what had happened, let alone think about it.

It was an overwhelming victory…

No, it was a one-sided execution.

It was as though a passing ant had been crushed, with no emotion at all from the Talmyung Jangshi.

The cold indifference left a deep impression on Zhu Qingxia, almost enough to bring tears to her eyes.

At the same time, it erased the last of her doubts and turned them into certainty.

“Moreover, even with my transcendent level, I couldn’t perceive his full strength. That means…”

This could only mean one thing—

The Talmyung Jangshi’s strength had reached the peak of martial arts, the Hyeongyeong level…

It might even mean that he was sitting at the threshold of life and death.

“That person… he is the legendary Talmyung Jangshi… the monster who made the entire world tremble.”

This was surely the opportunity she had been waiting for, a chance granted by heaven!

Her whole body trembled with a deep thrill as she made her decision.

From this moment on, her future would be tied to this great being.

To achieve her objective, she would serve him loyally.

And so, after realizing the situation and eliminating a martial artist who had tried to escape, Zhu Qingxia cautiously approached the great figure.

Her heart raced with deep tension, feeling as though her heart might burst.


She feared that this great being might not accept her, as she felt too weak.

At this moment, the great being, standing tall and imposing with glowing red eyes, looked down upon the kneeling, transcendent Jangshi before him.

Inside, the Talmyung Jangshi thought to himself:

“This is absurd…”





 
  
    Chapter 6: Om Mani Padme Hum


As I bowed my head, the words of the great monster Chojeongha echoed in my ears: “Please take me as your subordinate…”

No, she was the legendary monster, Talmyeonggangsi.

I asked her, trying to keep my voice calm.

“Did you say you want to serve me?”

“Yes, indeed. Though I lack in many ways, even after receiving the grace of Talmyeonggangsi, I have barely reached the realm of absolute mastery. However, if given the chance, I will… I will undoubtedly exert myself to the utmost for my lord.”

Talmyeonggangsi.

From what I gathered, it seemed to be a well-known figure in this world, although this entity was never even mentioned in the original work.

Of course, it’s not surprising that there might be knowledge I don’t know, given the limitations of the game’s descriptions, but still, the mention of Talmyeonggangsi by this Chojeongha as a reason for wanting to be accepted as a subordinate made me fall into deep contemplation.

Honestly, I wanted to say, “That’s not Talmyeonggangsi. You’ve mistaken him for a human… or rather, a ghoul.”

However, considering the original character of Chojeongha, I knew very well what would happen if I responded that way.

How vile her personality was was something I knew all too well through the original work. She was the kind of person who would kill her subordinate ghouls for merely being a bother.

If I told her the truth…

-“How dare you make me waste my time, I will reward you with death!”

Then my head would likely end up right next to the excellent martial artist’s on the ground.

But if I accepted her as a subordinate and she discovered I wasn’t Talmyeonggangsi, but just some weakling, what then?

At that point, not only my head but my whole body would be turned to dust and scattered across the floor.

In this dilemma, I reached a conclusion…

“I don’t need you.”

“Wh-what?”

“I said I don’t need your help.”

“Th-then…”

Chojeongha’s face showed an expression full of disappointment.

In the picture, a beautiful woman’s face was overshadowed with a deep shadow.

It was a situation that would evoke an instinctive sense of guilt in any man.

But right now, that wasn’t the issue…

Guilt or not, I had to survive.

For reasons unknown, Chojeongha was now showing me an attitude that bordered on respect or even devotion.

In that case, the only right answer was to alleviate the situation by issuing a command to leave.

Ah, if I say I don’t want her, what will she do?

Will she try to hit me?

Of course, if she hit me, my skull would likely shatter.

Anyway, I made my refusal clear to her.

“Why is that? Could it be… because my strength is too weak?”

I couldn’t bring myself to say, “No, it’s because you’re too strong.”

But, if I were too cold to her now and she got angry and went on a rampage, that would turn into a one-way trip to hell.

I needed to refuse, but with enough courtesy to maintain some balance.

I began speaking with a voice full of concern, trying to sound as gentle as possible.

“It’s not that. The path I walk is one of unimaginable pain that only a few can bear. You are still young, and this path will be too much for you to endure.”

In the original work, Chojeongha was 25 years old.

At present, her level was lower, and though she was a ghoul, she still seemed to have some life left in her, appearing to be in her late teens or early twenties.

Considering that ghouls could theoretically live forever, her age was like that of a child.

Of course, her combat power could easily defeat ghouls that had been around for hundreds of years, but she was still young.

It was a refusal in the style of, “Don’t meddle in adult matters and go study at home.”

I hoped she would understand and leave, keeping an eye on her as I waited for her response.

“Young lady, I have already made up my mind. I will do anything for the will of Talmyeonggangsi. You may use me as a tool and discard me at your convenience. Even if I lose my life in the process, I won’t hinder you. Please, do not refuse my humble request.”

Her persistence was even more intense than I had imagined.

It was strange to feel a mix of emotions when such a beautiful woman said that I could do anything to her.

But I regained my composure and said coldly,

“Even if you do not try to hinder me, if you stay by my side, you will inevitably become a burden. I will go my own way, so don’t worry about me and go on your own path.”

After expressing my refusal once more with some level of consideration, I entered the abandoned fortress.

I was already pretending to be someone I wasn’t in front of a being I could barely handle, and it was starting to feel unbearably difficult.

But I had said it clearly enough, and I thought she would leave on her own.

That’s what I thought…

At the exit of the fortress,

In the bright sunlight,

She was kneeling there.

For three days now.

Chojeongha, whose ghoul body was especially sensitive to the sun, was facing the direct heat of the sun.

Her body must have been burning with intense pain.

She had undergone similar tortures before, enduring terrible suffering, so this pain was not unfamiliar.

But fortunately, with the grace of the one who made her reach the peak, the pain was not as severe as it had been back then.

“No. Actually, this is nothing compared to those times. Unlike back then when I suffered without reason, there is meaning in this pain now.”

It seemed that Talmyeonggangsi had coldly rejected her, but for the past three days, he had not driven her away by force and had allowed her to stay here.

Why was that?

With just a gesture from Talmyeonggangsi, she could be blown away like a leaf in the wind.

But that had not happened. She thought it might be because this situation itself was something Talmyeonggangsi had intentionally set up.

A test.

To see if she, as a young ghoul named Chojeongha, had the resolve to endure the hardships ahead with Talmyeonggangsi.

Of course, this was just her personal guess.

It was possible that Talmyeonggangsi had another reason for not sending her away.

Perhaps she was still not strong enough to serve Talmyeonggangsi, and he was only showing her kindness out of sympathy for the wandering young ghoul.

Hoping it wasn’t just out of pity,

With a mix of unease and anticipation,

Chojeongha gazed steadily towards the abandoned fortress, praying that her will would be accepted by Talmyeonggangsi.

As the sun set and darkness began to fall,

Just when the searing pain started to fade,

She felt a wave of relief,

And then…

Finally, Talmyeonggangsi appeared before me.


After a long and desperate wait, the one who appeared was none other than the great being,

Talmyeonggangsi, who looked down at Chojeongha and spoke in a calm voice.

“From now on, no matter what happens, will you swear eternal loyalty to me before the heavens and the earth?”

“Ot!”

The words of the great being, asking about her resolve to face a difficult task.

In response, Chojeongha, who had been steeling herself all this time, had already made up her mind.

“I, Chojeongha, swear to serve my lord with all my loyalty until this body turns to dust and my soul fades away.”

“…I will watch over you.”

The great being answered with a tone that seemed to imply there was no turning back.

Though it left some room, indicating she hadn’t fully been accepted as a subordinate yet.

Nonetheless, the fact that the great being had decided to give her a chance filled Chojeongha’s heart with immense joy.

Meanwhile,

Talmyeonggangsi, observing Chojeongha, thought to himself.

‘Shit…’

Chojeongha had been sitting at the exit of the abandoned fortress for three days.

Even though I was standing in the shade, I couldn’t help but feel like my body was burning up just from looking at her.

‘No… she’s still doing this? By now, she should have given up.’

Even though Chojeongha had reached an almost legendary level, it wasn’t easy for a ghoul to endure the sun like this.

Of course, she was much stronger than me, so she wouldn’t die from it, but she was undoubtedly enduring excruciating pain.

And this fact was firmly keeping me rooted to the spot when I should have left by now.

Honestly, I thought she would give up after a day and leave, and I planned to leave the moment she did.

However, judging by her determination over the past three days, it was clear that she would continue to follow me, at least until I officially accepted her as a subordinate.

If I kept leaving her like this, there was a chance that later, her disappointment could turn into resentment.

With my already weak body, I certainly wanted to avoid gaining the enmity of such a powerful foe.

In the end, to avoid earning the wrath of the future Seven Major Rulers, I had no choice but to step back for now.

I’d treat her like an intern, and depending on how she performed, I’d make her a full member.

Of course, I couldn’t keep a ticking time bomb like her by my side forever, so I thought that when the right opportunity came, I’d part ways with her.

‘Shit… isn’t a search party going to show up in a day? Won’t the Seven Major Rulers come after me soon? This is getting ridiculous.’

The more I thought about it, the more anxious I became, but there was nothing I could do about it for now.

If I acted recklessly, my cover would be blown, and I’d meet my end that day.

Sigh… okay. Let’s think positively. It’s uncomfortable, but at least I don’t have to worry about a search party for a while. No way will some high-level expert just pop up out of nowhere.’

With a somewhat positive attitude, I tried to focus on the good aspects and went back into the abandoned fortress with Chojeongha.

“Sniff… So… my brothers died, and I barely managed to survive.”

The top-class martial artist, Jeongchang, who was crying as he finished speaking, was still in shock from the massacre of his comrades three days ago.

Standing before him were two people, both with solemn expressions.

An old monk in tattered robes, carrying a large chest on his back,

And a young bhikkhuni standing beside him.

Though she was a bhikkhuni, she had a rather beautiful appearance. With a heavy expression, she turned her head towards the old monk.

“Master, this is…”


“Om Mani Padme Hum… It seems that the evil ghoul has shown its face again.”

With those words, the old monk emitted a chilling energy.

The young bhikkhuni standing beside him, Baekryeon, swallowed nervously.

Her master, the Seonchong Dae-sa, who had reached the realm of Hwagyeong,

Now had a calm yet unmistakably angry gaze as he looked at the monk’s eyes, which reflected sorrow for the death of the people.



 
  
    Chapter 7: Give it back


“Thus, Talmyeonggangsi was defeated by the Wulim Alliance and sealed… that’s what is recorded in the scriptures, my lord.”

“…I see.”

The existence of Talmyeonggangsi, which was not mentioned in the original work.

Since I inadvertently ended up impersonating him (?),

I listened to Chojeongha, who told me everything related to him in order to at least imitate him somewhat.

The official reason was that I wanted to know how the people of this era perceive me.

In response, Chojeongha spoke with great passion, almost to the point where it was overwhelming, sharing all the details she knew.

After piecing together the story of Talmyeonggangsi from what I learned…

‘This is like an Eastern version of the Lich King.’

A thousand years ago, Talmyeonggangsi, a member of the Seven Major Rulers, invaded the Central Plains.

Though he failed, the fact that he turned half of the Central Plains into a sea of flames was an accomplishment worthy of recognition.

It was curious that this wasn’t mentioned at all in the original text, though.

“The records of humans are roughly like this. Of course, compared to my lord’s actual achievements, it would be like a drop in the ocean.”

“Hmm… There are some shortcomings, but it seems that this is approximately how it is known.”

I didn’t know much to begin with, so I said this, but honestly, the idea of Talmyeonggangsi’s overly grandiose actions was burdensome for me.

Though I casually mentioned the “great undertaking,” it could easily be interpreted as something like “world domination.”

Of course, world domination…

That was impossible.

As someone who knew very well the strength of the Wulim Alliance and the government forces from the original game, I knew just how impossible that would be.

Even though the divided world was unified again by the current emperor only about ten years ago, even max-level player characters who could wipe out the Seven Major Rulers would never even think of attempting world domination.

“Damn it. I need to get rid of this girl as soon as possible… If I stay any longer, I’ll get caught up in something I can’t handle and end up getting killed.”

Feeling an even greater burden from the sparkling eyes of Chojeongha staring at me,

I instinctively turned towards the exit of the abandoned fortress.

Chojeongha aside, I had to leave this cursed place as soon as possible, where trouble kept happening one after another.

But then…

“Someone is coming.”

“?… I see.”

Unlike me, a third-rate character unable to sense any energy, Chojeongha had already extended her energy into the area.

Since some time had passed, it seemed like the extermination team had arrived again, but unlike before, I didn’t feel any fear.

“It’s an order. Go and eliminate the intruders.”

“I will obey, my lord.”

After giving a brief bow, Chojeongha started moving ahead.

Following her, I thought for the first time that this woman might actually be reliable.

If she were truly a transcendent martial artist, she would easily sweep away any intruders.

I thought that, but then…

“Crazy… why is the monk here?”

“Is that the place?”

“That seems to be the case, Master.”

“It looks like there’s an unusual presence. Be careful and follow me.”

The Seonchong Dae-sa, carrying the large chest on his back, moved slowly forward, followed by Baekryeon, the young bhikkhuni.

The two of them cautiously moved towards the abandoned fortress visible atop the hill.

“By the way, you’re lucky. To think we’d encounter a resurrected Seven Major Ruler in a place like this. We almost ran into a major problem in the future.”

“The dead beings are no more, but their sacrifices must not be in vain.”

Normally, if it were any other Seven Major Ruler, even Seonchong Dae-sa, a master of the Hwagyeong realm, would not easily attempt to defeat him.

However, according to the scriptures, a newly resurrected Seven Major Ruler needs quite a bit of time to regain his full strength.

Moreover, Talmyeonggangsi was not only powerful in his own right, but his ghoul army under his command was even more dangerous.

In other words, this was the weakest moment for that evil ghoul, and if they missed this opportunity, the same bloodshed from the past could happen again.

“Moreover, if our opponent is a ghoul, it’s a perfect match for our Shaolin disciples. If Master can defeat Talmyeonggangsi just as you did with the Gu-shin Dae-seong, all the people of the world will once again look up to Shaolin.”

“Heh, you monks always seem to care about fame. I remember when we couldn’t participate in the defeat of the Gu-shin Dae-seong, you were very disappointed.”

“Hmm… that’s not the case. I just hope more people can realize the Buddha’s compassion. I have no other intention.”

Baekryeon, the bhikkhuni, said while slightly blushing.

In response, Seonchong Dae-sa smiled kindly.

“It’s fine. It’s natural to seek fame when you’re young. However, as a servant of the Buddha, too much of it is not good. Don’t let greed blind you to make reckless decisions.”

“Hmm… I will keep that in mind.”

Though she showed some embarrassment, Seonchong Dae-sa inwardly felt a sense of pride.

His disciple, full of talent and ambition, was much like himself when he was young.

Though she was still young and immature in many ways, he believed that, just as he did, she would grow to be a great disciple of the Buddha.

Once this matter was settled, he thought he should focus more on her education.

“Hmm…”

At that moment, Seonchong Dae-sa suddenly hardened his expression.

Baekryeon frowned and asked with a hint of irritation.

“Is it starting to act up again?”

“It seems so. It should have calmed down by now…”

With that, Seonchong Dae-sa placed the chest he was carrying on the ground.

-Clank. Clank.

It shook slightly, but definitely.

Seonchong Dae-sa reached out and lightly placed his hand on the special seal placed on the chest.

As if nothing had happened, the chest immediately fell silent.

Looking at this, Baekryeon sighed and placed the chest back onto Seonchong Dae-sa’s back.

“This cursed thing. I wish we could dispose of it quickly.”

“I’ve already taken care of it, so it should stay quiet until we finish. Let’s be patient for a little longer.”

After saying this, the two of them continued to move toward the abandoned fortress, which was now almost within sight.

At that moment…

“…”

“Master… that’s…”

Baekryeon, with a cold gaze, pointed.

There, standing, was a woman.

At first glance, she looked almost human, with an appearance that seemed alive.

However, as a disciple of Shaolin, trained to sense the unnatural, she instantly recognized it.


That was not a living human but a ghoul.

“Is that… Talmyeonggangsi?”

“No, it looks different. That must be one of his subordinates.”

According to the top-class martial artist, Talmyeonggangsi had the appearance of a skeleton with no flesh.

However, it wasn’t surprising that Baekryeon mistook this for Talmyeonggangsi,

Because the power emanating from that figure was anything but ordinary, even to her.

Even she, a top-level martial artist, couldn’t fully gauge the level of power.

For it to be one of his subordinates and still possess such strength, her sense of caution heightened.

At that moment,

“Step back.”

“Master, here I…”

“No, with your current skill, you are no match. I will handle this; you take care of this.”

Seonchong Dae-sa placed the chest he had just taken off his back back on the ground.

Baekryeon tried to speak but ultimately had no choice but to follow her master’s orders.

By not giving her the opportunity, it was clear that the ghoul’s strength far exceeded hers.

It meant that the ghoul was at least at the peak level.

With the chest set down and his body feeling lighter,

Seonchong Dae-sa lightly pressed his palms together and addressed the ghoul.

“Om Mani Padme Hum. My dharma name is Seonchong. May I know your name…”

-Wham!!!

Before his words were even finished, the ghoul rushed at Seonchong, its sharp claws aimed directly at him.

The claws, as sharp as blades, were dripping with a menacing red aura.

A single strike contained the power to pierce even steel.

Had it been Baekryeon, she would have lost her head before even attempting to defend.

However…

“Hehe, the benefactor is truly impatient. In martial arts, there is a proper etiquette for every duel…”

-Crack!!!

“Ugh!”

With that, Seonchong Dae-sa immediately snapped the ghoul’s wrist.

For a moment, the ghoul’s eyes widened,

Then, it raised the claws of its other hand, attempting to strike.

At that moment.

“It’s too late.”

“!!”

The ghoul’s movements suddenly stopped.

In her eyes, Seonchong Dae-sa’s hand was already placed on her chest.

And then…

-Ding~!

The sound of a clear temple bell pierced through the air.

Despite the loud sound, it seemed to bring peace to the mind as it reverberated.

After the sound, the world seemed to fall into silence for an instant.

Then, immediately after that brief silence…

“Khhuuuuuuuk!!!!”

“…”

The ghoul fell to the ground, spitting blood.

It appeared to have suffered a fatal injury, and despite its body being one that didn’t feel pain, it couldn’t rise from the ground anymore.

Seonchong Dae-sa slowly approached, looking at the ghoul, which now only moved with creaking sounds like a broken machine.

“It’s unfortunate… Wandering through this world, straying from the cycle of reincarnation. Soon, I will offer you some comfort…”

With that, Seonchong Dae-sa began gathering his internal energy into one hand.

With his resolve to end it, a clear expression of fear began to form on the ghoul’s face.

At that moment…

“That’s enough.”

“!”

“Huh?”

Suddenly, a voice rang out, halting Seonchong Dae-sa’s actions.

Both Seonchong Dae-sa and Baekryeon, who had been observing, stiffened.

‘I didn’t notice at all. I had extended my senses…?

Not even the slightest trace of internal energy could be felt.

If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have noticed how suddenly it appeared… Even now, I can’t sense any energy from it.’

As Seonchong Dae-sa observed the old monk with a cold expression,

I immediately recognized who he was.

Seonchong Dae-sa.

In the original story, he was the master who taught the protagonist on the Shaolin path.

Now, as a ghoul, he was no longer a master, but an enemy.

A very powerful one at that.

…Ha ha, damn… Level 79, this is just insane.’

By level, he was at the late Hwagyeong stage.

Still, given the earlier timing, I thought he might have been a little weaker, but that wasn’t the case at all.

Even if he was 4-5 levels lower, it didn’t change the fact that there was no chance of victory.

At this point, the world seemed to have decided to kill me.

Seonchong Dae-sa, after all, was a martial artist who relied on bare-handed combat.

Unlike the top-class martial artist I had killed earlier by disarming him, I couldn’t expect a lucky break from him.

If I had known this would happen, I should have run away long ago.

Instead, I trusted Chojeongha, and now I was in a situation where I was definitely heading to my doom.

I resigned myself to the fact that my life was about to end.

I slowly walked past the half-broken Chojeongha and moved forward.

It didn’t matter anymore; I thought I would face death with dignity.

Right after, I saw Seonchong Dae-sa rapidly approaching me.

The punch in his hand, filled with so much power, would turn me to dust if it even grazed me.

“Goodbye, world.”

It was a world filled with filth, and I never wanted to see it again.

With that thought, time seemed to slow down strangely.

I wondered if this was the so-called “life flashing before your eyes” when someone is about to die.

I silently watched Seonchong Dae-sa’s approaching body.

But then…

[Skill – Steal: Would you like to use it?
Success rate: 50%]

Suddenly, a skill window appeared in my sight.

I didn’t know what it meant,

But in that brief moment, I instinctively used the skill.

“!”

Immediately, I felt a strangely heavy yet warm sensation.

Before I could even process it, Seonchong Dae-sa’s body lunged at me.

Whatever it was, there was no doubt that it meant my life was over…

‘…Huh?’

He had been reaching toward me with his fist,

But instead, Seonchong Dae-sa passed by me as if he had missed.

His movements, which had been incredibly fast just moments ago, were now so slow that I could easily dodge them.

‘What’s going on? Why… suddenly?’

“Ugh… ugh… uh…”

Seonchong Dae-sa, letting out a strange voice as though something had broken,

He staggered, turning his body with difficulty, and looked at me.

No, to be more precise,

He was looking at what I held in my hand…

“Give… it back…”

“?!?”

At that moment, I saw his heart, still beating in his chest.

“Give it back…”

‘Hah!’

-BAM!!!

As I finally realized what was happening, I reflexively clenched my hand tightly.


Seonchong Dae-sa collapsed with an expression of despair,

His heart exploded as I crushed it,

Even though his body was still twitching, lifeless…

“…Like a bug.”





 
  
    Chapter 8: You’re late bitch


A Jangshi, Ju Cheong-ha, lay collapsed on the ground, utterly shattered.  

Up until now, she had tasted humiliation and despair countless times, but the emotions she felt in this moment were beyond anything she could compare them to.  

She had stepped forward with unwavering confidence under her lord’s command.  

Indeed, ever since reaching the peak of transcendence, hadn’t she effortlessly dispatched most opponents?  

If she could sweep away the intruders here, her lord would surely formally accept her as a subordinate.  

Yet, what she faced after advancing with such expectations was an unforeseen despair.  

Crack!!!

“Keuheok!!!”  

A single strike hit her squarely in the chest.  

Her face turned ashen as she flew through the air and crashed into the ground.  

“H-How… How could one of the three great monks of Shaolin be here…?”

It was only after the battle began that she realized it.  

Her opponent was a master who had concealed their true level of skill.  

Not just any master, but a warrior of the Hwakyung realm—one of fewer than fifty in the vast martial world.  

Moreover, the technique that had dealt her a grievous wound, ‘Palm of the Tathagata,’ made it even clearer who this figure was.  

One of the famed three great monks of Shaolin.  

Master Seonchong.  

The prized disciple of Master Hyunjong, known as the greatest under the heavens, and a being feared by countless yokai.  

As she watched such a figure approach to finish her off, Ju Cheong-ha tightly shut her eyes, overwhelmed by the rapidly swelling fear of death.  

At that moment—  

“That’s enough.”  

A familiar voice suddenly rang out.  

For a brief instant, it stirred an instinctive sense of relief within her.  

Struggling to move her unresponsive body, Ju Cheong-ha turned to look at *him*.  

*“M-My… lord…”*  

There he was, walking toward her with an air of unshakable dignity.  

Yet, upon seeing him, fear surged within Ju Cheong-ha’s heart.  

It was her failure—she had boldly declared she would stop the intruders, only to be defeated.  

But that wasn’t the only problem.  

“It’s dangerous… If the opponent is a Hwakyung master wielding the power of the Buddha, even my lord might be in peril!”

The power of the Buddha was the natural enemy of yokai.  

Especially for Jangshi—beings who were once human but had strayed from the cycle of reincarnation—it was even more lethal than for other yokai.  

Even if her lord was presumed to have reached the Hwakyung realm or beyond, victory was not guaranteed.  

In such a situation, retreating with light-footed qinggong might be the wisest choice.  

Yet her lord chose not to flee but to confront the enemy head-on.  

There was no way her lord, whom even Ju Cheong-ha knew well, could be ignorant of this fact.  

The reason he made such a choice was singular:  

“It’s because of me… To protect this foolish, incompetent wretch, my lord has chosen this dangerous path.”

If this were the case, wouldn’t she truly become a burden dragging her lord down, just as she had once been warned?  

Despite her stubbornness, it seemed that, as he had predicted, the Jangshi named Ju Cheong-ha had proven utterly useless in the end.  

“Pathetic… Blinded by the prospect of glory, I’ve put my lord in danger…”

As she drowned in deep regret and despair, something caught her eye.  

Master Seonchong was gathering an extraordinary amount of inner energy.  

The blue aura flickering in his hands radiated a power far beyond the strike that had felled her in an instant.  

The ground trembled, and the surrounding air wailed.  

A technique infused with the full might of a Hwakyung warrior.  

If it struck directly, even her lord might not emerge unscathed.  

“M-My lord! It’s dang—!”  

Ju Cheong-ha tried to shout a warning filled with concern, but it was already too late.  

Master Seonchong charged forward, closing the distance in an instant.  

In contrast, her lord showed no sign of movement.  

No release of inner energy.  

No defensive stance.  

He stood as if accepting death defenselessly.  

As Ju Cheong-ha began to feel confusion and doubt at this incomprehensible behavior—  

“…Huh?”  

In a fleeting moment, Master Seonchong’s figure slowed dramatically as he passed by her lord.  

For someone who had unleashed a full-force strike, his movements were unnaturally sluggish, leaving Ju Cheong-ha momentarily wondering if she was seeing things incorrectly.  

Then—  

“Urgh…”  

Master Seonchong staggered, clutching his chest in agony.  

Blood poured from the wound.  

And in her lord’s hand was…  

A still-beating red heart.  

“G-Give… it… back…”  

Seonchong flailed desperately with a voice steeped in despair.  

But his strengthless body couldn’t even reach the lord standing right before him.  

And then—  

Crack!!!

With a light squeeze, her lord crushed the heart as if mocking Seonchong.  

As the monk collapsed lifelessly to the ground, her lord spoke in a calm, almost irritated tone:  

“Like a mere insect…”  

An insect.  

An absurd statement to make about a Hwakyung warrior.  

Yet, in this moment, no description fit more perfectly.  

Indeed, an insect.  

Even one of Shaolin’s boasted three great monks,  

Even a Hwakyung warrior, one of fewer than fifty in the world,  

Before him, they were nothing more than a bug to be crushed in an instant.  


“I knew he was strong… but to think it was to this extent…”

It was a sight that transcended mere awe, sending shivers down her spine.  

This was the supreme being who had burned half the martial world to ashes.  

The power of the Deathless Jangshi.  

Once again realizing just who stood before her, Ju Cheong-ha unconsciously raised a hand to cover her face.  

A searing sensation, like flames flickering.  

Despite the dulled emotions of a Jangshi, she felt the heat vividly.  

Though she didn’t fully understand what it meant, in that moment, she could only stare blankly at her lord, unable to tear her eyes away.  

Then—  

*Thud!*  

A presence belatedly made itself known.  

There stood a nun who had been guarding the rear, her face filled with shock and terror as she fled mindlessly into the forest.  

Ju Cheong-ha forced her creaking body to move, attempting to rise.  

As a Jangshi, she could regenerate as long as her qi wasn’t destroyed, but her condition was still unstable.  

Even so, she tried to stand to pursue and eliminate the nun—  

“Ugh!…”  

Her body collapsed again, as if crumbling.  

At that moment—  

“! M-My… lord…”  

“Don’t push yourself.”  

Her lord’s hand supported her.  

That skeletal frame, devoid of flesh, felt impossibly warm and gentle in that instant.  

Yet it also intensified the guilt gnawing at Ju Cheong-ha’s heart.  

“I’m… sorry. You gave me a rare chance, and I failed. As you said, I’ve only held you back…”  

She had spoken so confidently, only to end up like this.  

It was only because her lord possessed overwhelming strength that disaster was averted—otherwise, she had done nothing but cause harm.  

And this… would likely remain unchanged in the future.

Powerless as she was, she would only continue to hold her lord back in the future.  

“This girl is not worthy to serve you, my lord. As you said, someone like me will only be a hindrance to you. Once my body recovers, I will leave immediately.”  

Ju Cheong-ha spoke with a tone of bitterness.  

Though she felt regret, she no longer had the justification or the will to cling to her stubbornness.  

Leaving now, so as not to cause further trouble, might be the last act of loyalty she could show as someone who had briefly served her lord…  

“It’s too late.”  

“!… M-My… lord?”  

An unexpected response from her lord.  

As she looked at him with a startled expression, he spoke.  

“Didn’t you say it with your own mouth? That no matter what happens, you would serve me until the day your body and soul perish.”  

“Ah…”  

“Keep your oath. That’s all I have to say.”  

Her lord spoke in a quiet voice.  

At his declaration that he would not abandon even someone like her and would keep her by his side, a deep sense of emotion began to well up in Ju Cheong-ha’s heart.  

“Th-Thank… Thank you… my lord… Though I am lacking… I will do my utmost from now on.”  

If she weren’t a Jangshi, she surely would have shed tears.  

Grateful for the grace of her lord, who was both immensely powerful and exceedingly merciful, Ju Cheong-ha resolved once more.  

Her body and mind belonged to him.  

She would serve him with eternal loyalty from this day forward.  

“It’s too late.”  

Ju Cheong-ha spoke of leaving as she looked at me.  

Looking at her, I responded with sincerity.  

“Too late… you damn fool…?”

Just ten minutes ago, I had been thinking of ways to get rid of her.  

But the unexpected situation that had just unfolded turned everything upside down.  

Though it wasn’t my intention, I had, with my own hands, killed a Hwakyung warrior…  

And not just any warrior, but a renowned high monk of Shaolin, in an instant.  

To make matters worse, a witness who had seen it all up close had escaped.  

Now, this fact would spread far and wide across the Central Plains, and what would happen next was obvious.  

“No doubt Shaolin and the entire Martial Alliance will rise up to hunt me down and kill me…”

I had essentially punched a one-way ticket to hell, becoming the public enemy of the righteous martial world.  

If even Ju Cheong-ha, one of my few peak-level fighters, left me in this situation, I’d be jumping into the fire completely defenseless.  

Before worrying about my identity being exposed and getting slaughtered later, I could be crushed by a punitive force within a few months.  

In the end, I had no choice but to keep Ju Cheong-ha by my side, swallowing my pride and risking my limbs being torn apart later.

“So… the question is what to do from here.”

Naturally, staying here any longer would be like lying down with my legs stretched out at the site of a nuclear explosion.  

I needed to escape somewhere and figure out the next step.  

“The nearby demonic lairs… probably won’t mean much. If the righteous sects move in full force, no lair in this region will remain intact.”

As I pondered this increasingly tangled situation, something happened.  

“My lord, look at this.”  

“?”  

I turned my head at Ju Cheong-ha’s call.  

There, I saw an object that looked oddly familiar.  

A confinement box.  

A large wooden crate, well-known for imprisoning people.  

It was trembling slightly and making faint noises, clearly indicating something alive was inside.  

“Can you open it?”  

“…I’m sorry. Because of the talisman attached to it, I can’t touch it with my strength.”  

Indeed, as Ju Cheong-ha brought her hand close, a sharp energy repelled her.  

I looked at the thin piece of paper sealing the box.  

But then…  

“…Huh?”

[Sealing Talisman (Rank: C)  

Would you like to use it? Skill – Steal  

Success Rate: 98%]  

*This can be stolen too?*  

Well, a talisman is an object, so it’s not entirely impossible.  

Feeling a bit puzzled that such a thing was possible, I activated the skill without hesitation.  

And then—  

Flutter.

“Ah!”  

The talisman detached from the box and landed in my hand.  

Looking at it, which had come off with surprisingly little resistance, I tucked it into my robes.  

I figured it might come in handy later.  

But then…  

“…?”  

“To undo such a seal in an instant… As expected of the Deathless Jangshi…”  

Don’t look at me like that, it’s overwhelming.

Feeling her reverence toward me intensify even further, I gave an order.  

“Open it.”  

“Yes, my lord.”  

Ju Cheong-ha swiftly opened the lid of the confinement box.  

Inside was a single person.  

A small-framed girl, so tiny that there was still space left in the cramped box.  

Silvery-white hair and pale white skin.  

A frail, emaciated body that looked like it hadn’t eaten in ages, covered in grime.  

Yet her eyes burned with a fierce vitality.  

But then—  

Upon seeing her eyes, I couldn’t help but freeze for a moment.  

Heterochromia.  

A black right eye and a silver left eye.  


And a single red dot marked on her forehead.  

In the original story, only one person had this appearance, as far as I knew.  

“The Heavenly Demon…”

To be continued.





 
  
    Chapter 9: Is this bitch crazy?


Flames blazed fiercely in every direction.  

And before her eyes lay countless people, collapsed on the ground.  

Every single one of them bore a face she knew well.  

The woman who brought her meals.  

The master who taught her martial arts.  

Even the attendants with whom she had promised to visit the market together at the end of the year.  

All of them had become cold slabs of meat, sprawled lifelessly across the ground.  

This was the first sight that greeted her as she was forcibly dragged out of the burning carriage.

“Ah… ahh…”  

Tears streamed down her face as her body trembled uncontrollably.  

And there, the orchestrator of this tragedy stood.  

Outwardly, he appeared as a benevolent monk,  

but to the girl, he was nothing less than a fiend crawled up from the depths of hell.  

With a nauseating smile masked as mercy, he struck her with a single blow.  

“Kuh-ack!”  

She collapsed, a scream soaked in agony escaping her lips.  

In an instant, she was subdued and bound. The monk then lifted her with his filthy hands and spoke.  

“Even if it’s a bit stifling, stay quiet. This is all to save you, benefactor.”  

Words she couldn’t comprehend— utter nonsense that filled her with nothing but revulsion.  

Powerless to resist, the girl was forcibly shoved into a cramped wooden chest.  

Even inside, she tried to struggle, to resist somehow.  

But each time, the suffocating heat seeping in from outside sapped her strength.  

Days passed—how many, she didn’t know—trapped in that tiny chest, unaware of where she was being taken.  

That day, too, she continued her futile resistance, devoid of hope or expectation.  

But then, something felt different.  

A clamor erupted from outside.  

A powerful surge of energy coursed through the air.  

Even within the chest, her body tingled with the sensation, and sensing something unusual, she peered through a small crack in the wood.  

What she saw next…  

It was something she had believed unstoppable.  

The cursed monk who had slaughtered her loved ones and confined her to this suffocating prison— his heart was ripped out in an instant by a skeletal warrior.  

The majestic sight of her sworn enemy being sent to the afterlife in a single moment  stirred a torrent of intense emotions within her.  

A deep satisfaction at the damned monk’s death.  

And something more—  an unfamiliar yet not unpleasant sensation that made her heart race.  

It was a feeling she had never experienced before.  

Yet that strange emotion compelled her to keep her eyes fixed on him through the tiny gap.  

A skeleton without a shred of flesh.  

And yet, in that moment, he seemed more striking than any man she had ever seen.  

It defied all reason, but that very irrationality made the feeling all the more vivid.  

As she grappled with her confusion, a memory surfaced in her mind.  

Something from before she knew of the sect— a piece of wisdom her late mother had passed down.  

How to recognize the one destined for her.  

And when she did, she must never hesitate— she must seize it with all her strength.  

Caught in that knowledge and her swelling emotions, she couldn’t tear her gaze away from him.  

Not until the chest’s door was opened, and another female warrior pulled her out.  

The moment her body was freed, she acted without hesitation.  

Just as her departed mother had taught her.  

Without a shred of doubt.  

***

The Heavenly Demon.  

The leader of the Heavenly Demon Sect, and the final boss of the Eastern Exorcism Chronicles’ evil faction annihilation route.  

As the ultimate antagonist, her strength in the original story was utterly transcendent, surpassing all other bosses.  

Countless players, myself included, shed tears of frustration, holding dozens of meetings with Yudai just to figure her out.  

But the Heavenly Demon standing before me now wasn’t quite that formidable.  

Level 56 – Mid-tier Peak Realm.  

Not yet a monster, and her appearance differed from the glamorous, mature woman of the original tale.  

She was smaller in stature, her face still carrying traces of youth.  

Though her chest already hinted boldly at the greatness she’d achieve in the future, everything about her made it clear she was still in a growth phase.  

Even so, the fact that a human girl in her mid-to-late teens—not some demon—had already reached the Peak Realm spoke volumes of her transcendent potential.  

And though she was weaker than her original incarnation, a single serious punch from her would still be more than enough to shatter my lowly third-rate skull.  

Feeling an eerie chill, as if staring at a crouching beast,  

I gave an order to Ju Cheong-ha.  

“Pull her out.”  

“Aren’t you going to kill her?”  

Right, that’s who you are.  

A woman who won’t rest until every human is beaten to death.  

I’d almost forgotten, with how obedient she’d been lately.  

Sighing inwardly, I spoke to my still-dangerous subordinate in a firm, admonishing tone.  

“It’s an order.”  

“Yes, I obey your command.”  

Thankfully, my unintentional gaslighting (?) over time had worked. 

With a slight show of authority, she complied without protest, pulling the Heavenly Demon out of the chest.  

The moment she emerged, stumbling as she stood before me, I cautiously addressed her.  

“Are you alright?”

“… Yes… I’m fine.”  

The Heavenly Demon spoke in a small, strained voice.  

Having been confined in that cramped chest for so long, and perhaps having been beaten by that wretched monk earlier, her condition was beyond words.  

Her body was streaked with grime, dark bruises marring her skin in various places.  

Aside from her eyes, which still held a spark of life, her frame was gaunt and frail.  


Seeing her like this, a deep sense of pity began to well up within me.  

‘I didn’t feel a thing when I killed those two people…’  

Whether it was taking down a first-rate martial artist or crushing Master Seonchong’s heart,  

honestly, all I’d felt then was astonishment, not guilt.  

But now, looking at this girl—who, despite her youthful appearance, had clearly endured such hardship—I felt a quiet yet distinct compassion.  

Even if she might one day become a harbinger of disaster as the Heavenly Demon.  

Though my emotions had dulled since becoming a Jangshi, it seemed traces of humanity still lingered within me.  

Oddly, that realization brought a subtle sense of relief.  

For now, I issued another command to Ju Cheong-ha.  

“There’s a valley behind the castle ruins. Take her there, give her water, and clean her up.”  

“As you command, my lord. Follow me.”  

“…”  

“What are you doing? Hurry up and come along.”  

Despite Ju Cheong-ha’s words, the Heavenly Demon stood still for a moment.  

Her black-and-white eyes, shimmering with an odd energy, fixed on me.  

Annoyed by her behavior, Ju Cheong-ha reached out toward her with a scowl.  

But then—  

“?!”  

The Heavenly Demon deftly evaded Ju Cheong-ha’s grasp.  

Suddenly, she darted toward me, and I found myself gripped by a flash of panic.  

Huh? What’s this all of a sudden?  

An ambush?  

No… surely not. Even in the original story, the Heavenly Demon was at least someone who understood gratitude…  

As my thoughts spiraled into confusion,  

—Thud!  

“!?”  

She wrapped her arms around me, pulling me into a gentle embrace.  

Her frame was frail and thin, yet unlike Ju Cheong-ha’s cold touch moments ago, her warmth was vivid and undeniable. For a moment, I was struck dumb by the sensation.  

And then—  

“This feeling… Could it really be…?”  

What?  

Could what be what?  

She seemed to have come to some unilateral conclusion about the situation.  

As I stood there, already bewildered, another question mark popped up in my mind.  

—Smack.  

“!?!”  

“M-My… My lord, what is this…?”  

A searing sensation assaulted my lips—or rather, the bony part where lips would’ve been, since I was nothing but a skeleton.  

That strange, sticky, yet soft feeling sent my already scrambled mind into a melting haze.  

But then—  

“You… you wretch! Get off him this instant!”  

With a sharp cry, Ju Cheong-ha forcibly pried the Heavenly Demon off me.  

As the kiss ended and she was pulled away, I snapped out of my dazed state,  

still faintly aware of the lingering warmth on my teeth, tinged with an odd sense of regret.  

“M-My lord! P-Please, give me permission to tear this filthy wench limb from limb right now! How dare a lowly human touch my lord’s… lips!”  

Ju Cheong-ha stammered, her face—despite being that of a Jangshi—visibly flushed with anger.  

While I inwardly marveled at the fact that she could even make such an expression,  

the Heavenly Demon, gazing at me, lightly brushed her lips with her fingers and flashed a deep, knowing smile.  

“As I thought. To think I’d meet you like this… I see now… This must be… fate.”  

With those words, she bowed deeply toward me.  

Then, lifting her head, she looked up at me with eyes dripping with honeyed affection and spoke.  

“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Cheon Hee, and I greet the one who will become my lord husband.”  

“…What?”  


An utterly unexpected bombshell.  

Stunned into silence, I couldn’t muster a single word.  

“Did this girl lose her mind…?”  

On my behalf, Ju Cheong-ha voiced exactly what I wanted to say.  

To be continued…



 
  
    Chapter 10: Heavenly Horse


A sudden confession—no, an even more devastating proposal—hit me like a critical strike, leaving my mind reeling.  

At that moment, Ju Cheong-ha stepped between me and the Heavenly Demon, her stance almost protective.  

“You wretch… Do you even know who this person is to speak such nonsense?”  

“Oh, now that you mention it, I haven’t yet heard my lord husband’s name. What might it be?”  

Proposing to someone whose name she didn’t even know?  

Even in the original story, she wasn’t this unhinged…  

“This is Lord Talmyeong Jangshi, a member of the Seven Great Stars, a mighty demon! Not someone the likes of you can casually speak of!”  

“The Seven Great Stars! I knew he was no ordinary person. Truly, the one destined to be my—”  

“Shut it! One more ‘lord husband’ out of you, and I’ll really tear you limb from limb!”  

Ju Cheong-ha unleashed her energy, her claws sharpening as she glared.  

The killing intent of a super-peak martial artist was so intense that even I felt a shiver run through me.  

Yet the Heavenly Demon, standing directly in its path, didn’t so much as flinch. Instead, she responded with a chilling coolness.  

“I’ve let it slide until now, but it’s starting to grate on my nerves.”  

With those words, she flashed an eerie smile and began to emit her own energy.  

Though she was only at mid-tier Peak Realm, I could tell.  

The aura radiating from her— a dark, abyssal force that seemed to swallow all light— I knew exactly what it was.  

“Let’s see… if you can actually do it.”  

Demonic energy.  

A destructive force wielded only by the masters of the Heavenly Demon Sect.  

Normally, it was a dangerous power that only those at the super-peak level or higher could control.  

The fact that it resided in her, a mere mid-tier Peak Realm martial artist, was solely because she was the Heavenly Demon.  

Though there was a gap in levels—or rather, realms—Ju Cheong-ha wasn’t in peak condition.  

And considering the unique properties of demonic energy, the Heavenly Demon might actually stand a chance.  

Of course, I realized that if I let this escalate, things would spiral out of control.  

Regaining my composure, I spoke in a calm but firm tone.  

“Both of you, stand down. Ju Cheong-ha, retract those claws and step back.”  

“B-But, my lord!”  

“Now.”  

“Tch…”  

Reluctantly, Ju Cheong-ha obeyed and stepped aside.  

I then turned to the Heavenly Demon—Cheon Hee, as she’d introduced herself—whose starry-eyed gaze was almost suffocatingly intense.  

“First, I have a few questions.”  

“Yes, my lord husband. Ask me anything.”  

“Stop with the ‘lord husband’ thing… No, before that—why are you calling me that? We only met today.”  

“How long we’ve known each other doesn’t matter. I realized it the moment I saw you kill that rotten monk who kidnapped me. And I felt it with certainty when I touched your body… your lips… haah~”  

—Crunch.  

Cheon Hee’s face flushed as she shivered slightly.  

A grinding sound came from behind me, but I waved it off, silencing the source.  

“That’s when I knew. My heart raced, my body burned. Isn’t this what they call love… the feeling one has for their destined partner?”  

“…I’m a Jangshi without a shred of flesh.”  

“Whether you’re a Jangshi or the King of Cows, that’s irrelevant. What matters is that even now, you’re making my heart burn.”  

“Hmm…”  

“A scholar pledges loyalty to a lord who recognizes their worth, and a woman offers herself to the man who steals her heart. Please, accept my body and soul.”  

In short, she fell for me at first sight when I killed Master Seonchong.  

Perhaps being rescued from a kidnapping triggered some sort of suspension bridge effect.  

Given the injuries still visible on her body and her pathological hatred of monks from the original story—stemming from her capture and escape from Shaolin—it made sense.  

Even so, the idea that the Heavenly Demon of all people had fallen for me felt… problematic, to say the least.  

Or… maybe not?  

Her existence as the Heavenly Demon was undeniably a burden.  

In some ways, she was even more dangerous than Ju Cheong-ha, who was currently fuming behind me.  

But right now, I was in a precarious situation where I could die tomorrow.  

If I stayed here, the martial alliance’s forces would soon sweep through, leaving not even a bone fragment of me behind.  

I needed to escape, and fast.  

And in this situation, the Heavenly Demon could be my lifeline.  

The Heavenly Demon Sect’s headquarters is in the Ten Thousand Great Mountains in the far west, but their branches are scattered across the Central Plains even now. 

If I could take refuge there…  

Though their influence had waned compared to the past, the sect’s power was still formidable.  

Moreover, in the original story, the Heavenly Demon—while an enemy—was portrayed as someone honorable who repaid kindness.  

Her “lord husband” nonsense aside, she wouldn’t harm me, her savior.  

With my calculations complete, I looked at Cheon Hee and spoke with measured gravity.  

“I understand your intentions.”

“If that’s the case!”  

“However, marriage is not something decided by affection alone. Moreover, that affection can shift depending on circumstances. Even choosing an object or a person requires thought and time—how much more so for a lifelong partner? It’s only right to take sufficient time to deliberate before deciding.”  

“Hmm…”  

The Heavenly Demon fell into thought at my words.  

After a few moments, with an expression of both regret and reluctant agreement, she spoke to me.  

“Indeed… there’s truth in your words, my lord husband.”  

Please stop with the ‘lord husband’ already…  

“But the time for deliberation won’t be long. Soon, I’ll find another chance to formally propose—”  

“Ahem, more importantly, it seems you can wield demonic energy. Does that mean you’re a high-ranking member of the Heavenly Demon Sect?”  

“! As expected of my lord husband… you see right through me in an instant. Truly, we are bound by heaven’s fate—”  

“Be quiet. Answer my lord’s question.”  

Ju Cheong-ha cut her off with a razor-sharp voice.  

The Heavenly Demon shot her a brief, piercing glance before turning back to me with a bright, beaming smile.  

“Indeed. Though it’s embarrassing to admit, I… am the master of the Heavenly Demon Sect.”  

“! The master of the Heavenly Demon Sect? You mean to say you’re—?”  

“Hehe…”  

Ju Cheong-ha’s shock was palpable as her wariness sharpened further.  

With an arrogant smile, the Heavenly Demon continued.  


“That’s right. I am the 17th leader of the divine sect. The Heavenly Demon.”  

“T-That…”  

“Hm.”  

Since I already knew this, I wasn’t particularly surprised,  

but Ju Cheong-ha beside me was visibly rattled.  

“I’d heard that the previous Heavenly Demon died recently and his young daughter succeeded him… but to think it was you.”  

“You’re well-informed. In truth, I was on my way to Liaodong to handle matters related to that when I was ambushed by that wretched monk. If it weren’t for my lord husband’s help, I’d have been in grave peril.”  

“It’d have been better if you’d been dragged off to Shaolin as is…”  

Hey…  

Seeing Ju Cheong-ha’s mounting discontent, I couldn’t help but feel that the road ahead would be anything but smooth.  

In any case, her words gave me a decent pretext to work with.  

“Then for now, let’s head to Liaodong.”  

“My lord? B-But…”  

“I’ve decided. Do you object?”  

“…No. If that is your will, my lord.”  

Perhaps still reeling from her earlier failure, Ju Cheong-ha bowed her head obediently despite her obvious displeasure.  

Meanwhile, the Heavenly Demon’s face lit up noticeably.  

“Y-You’ll do that? For me…?”  

“Didn’t you just say you’re the master of the Heavenly Demon Sect? A master must bear the responsibilities that come with it. I’ll assist you, so do what you need to do.”  

“Thank you, my lord husband! Truly, you—”  

She started toward me, her face glowing with ecstasy,  

but her advance was swiftly halted by Ju Cheong-ha, who grabbed her from behind.  

“Stop your nonsense and come this way. Shouldn’t you wash that filthy body before we set out on a long journey? As my lord instructed earlier.”  

“Tch…”  

Though clearly displeased, the Heavenly Demon followed Ju Cheong-ha toward the valley.  

With the noisy commotion finally over, I let out a deep sigh, feeling utterly drained.  

Ju Cheong-ha alone was a headache, and now the Heavenly Demon too?  

I even started to worry I’d end up entangled with every villainous boss from the original story at this rate.  

Still, while I’d taken on one—or rather, two—new burdens, I’d managed to put out the immediate fire, and that brought some relief.  

My gaze shifted to the corpse sprawled on the ground—Master Seonchong’s body.  

Should I try it?  

Aside from Plunder, I possessed another skill:  

Soul Recall.  

I hadn’t paid much attention to the hunters’ corpses I’d obtained earlier due to dealing with Ju Cheong-ha,  

and by the time I went back for them, wild beasts had already dragged them off.  

But Master Seonchong’s body was different.  

He’d only recently died, and aside from his missing heart, his condition was relatively intact.  

If I succeeded, I might even gain control of a powerful Jangshi with the strength of the Hwa-kyung realm.  

Using the body of a renowned monk could carry risks—  


like in fantasy stories where a paladin revived as an undead declares, ‘I haven’t lost my knightly pride!’ and stabs their summoner.  

But I didn’t need to worry too much about that.  

Given what happened in the original story, Master Seonchong wouldn’t be an exception.  

Convinced it was worth a shot, I cautiously activated my skill on the corpse before me.  

—Soul Recall.  



 
  
    Chapter 11: Is this okay?


Cheonhwa washed herself with a refreshed expression on her face.

Having stripped off all her outer garments, she scrubbed away the accumulated grime from every nook and cranny of her body.

As the only child of the Heavenly Demon, she had always been treated with the utmost care and reverence.

Never before had she gone so long without bathing, nor had she ever endured the near-torturous ordeal of abduction and confinement.

Yet now, at this moment, those hardships felt almost like a fateful gift bestowed upon her by the heavens.

If it weren’t for these events, she might never have met him—the man destined to become her husband.

“Once we head to Yodong and take care of things, I’ll need to proceed slowly. My lord did say to take our time with it…”

It was a slight disappointment that he hadn’t immediately granted her request.

But to Cheonhwa, it was merely a matter of time.

Though she was a bit worn out from her recent struggles, she was well aware of her own beauty.

It wasn’t just flattery from those around her—she truly possessed a captivating allure, a beauty worthy of being called breathtaking.

No matter how stoic her counterpart might be, even if he were a skeleton devoid of flesh, he was still a man at his core.

Winning his heart, she believed, was only a question of when, not if.

Hadn’t he already shown some degree of favor by declaring he’d take her to Yodong?

True, it might have been more than simple kindness—there seemed to be something else behind it—but for Cheonhwa, who had already resolved to give her body and soul to him, such minor details were of little consequence.

“I’m looking forward to it… the moment I’ll be held in his strong, dependable arms…”

With a smile, she cleansed herself of the filth in the cold river water.

Meanwhile, Jangshi sat by the edge of the ravine, observing Cheonhwa’s actions. 

A chilling coldness lingered on Ju Cheongha’s face as she watched.

“She disgusts me. The more I look, the worse it gets.”

Cheonhwa had been a pitiful sight earlier, clad in bloodstained, tattered rags, looking no better than a beggar.

But now, stripped bare without a thread on her, she was a different person entirely.

And that naked form only deepened Ju Cheongha’s displeasure.

Though still young and petite, Cheonhwa’s freshly washed face was undeniably striking—even to another woman.

Her waist bore not a trace of excess fat. 

And then there were those massive, impossible-to-ignore mounds of flesh on her chest.

Despite her youth, they surpassed Ju Cheongha’s own, stirring in her a faint sense of defeat and an even greater surge of irritation.

“That vulgar wench. How dare she try to seduce my lord with a body like that… I’ll never forgive her.”

From their first meeting, this fox-like woman had shamelessly wagged her tail at the great lord.

Cheonhwa’s status as the Heavenly Demon’s daughter wasn’t something even Ju Cheongha could take lightly, but still—wasn’t she just a mere human?

For someone like her to dare covet him—the great demon who struck terror into the world, the Seven-Star Talmyeong Jangshi— was unthinkable.

As his loyal vassal (not yet officially, but still), Ju Cheongha could not tolerate it.

And now, her lord had agreed to head to Yodong at this girl’s request. 

The possibility that his heart might already be swaying toward her filled Ju Cheongha with unease.

“No… no, that can’t be. There’s no way my lord would let his heart be stolen by a wench like her. He must have his own reasons.”

Forcing herself to suppress the ominous thoughts, Ju Cheongha clung to her resolve.

At that moment, Cheonhwa called out to her in a light tone.

“I’m done washing. Could you pass me those clothes over there?”

“Pick them up yourself, you lowly human. How dare you order me around?”

“So prickly… We’re traveling together now, so can’t you be a little kinder?”

Grumbling, Cheonhwa climbed up and changed into the outer garments herself. 

The clothes were borrowed from Ju Cheongha, but naturally, the fit wasn’t quite right.

“…They’re a bit tight around the chest. Well, I suppose with a size like this, your generosity must be just as small.”

Crunch…

Ju Cheongha nearly let slip the words, “If you don’t like it, take it off,” but she barely held them back. 

Swallowing her anger, she resolved to find an opportunity to thoroughly deal with this girl.

Her own condition wasn’t great at the moment, but in a few days, once she regained her strength…

“Your lord must have it rough,” Cheonhwa continued. 

“To think he’d keep someone like you as his main wife. A woman’s jealousy is inevitable, but isn’t this a bit much?”

“…What?”

Cheonhwa’s unexpected remark hit like a splash of cold water, instantly dousing the boiling rage in Ju Cheongha’s heart.

“What… what did you just say? Me… what?”

“I said you’re overly jealous. Shouldn’t the lawful wife of a great man have the magnanimity to embrace one or two concubines?”

“W-W-What… lawful wife…? I-I’m not…”

Cheonhwa’s unexpected remark caught Ju Cheongha off guard. 

At the same time, it was something she herself had never even considered. 

A sharp ping sensation struck her, and for a moment, her mind went blank, unable to process anything. 

Her thoughts tangled, her mental circuits overloaded. 

As steam seemed to rise from her head, Cheonhwa merely tilted her head in curiosity.

“What are you doing? Let’s go. Our lord is waiting.”

“Huh…? Uh… y-yeah… sure…”

With a creaking, reluctant response, Ju Cheongha began to move stiffly.

After a tumultuous stretch of time passed, the two women made their way back to where their lord awaited.

And then…

“! M-My lord?”

“W-What… is this…?”

The sight that greeted them left them momentarily forgetting their earlier squabble, their jaws dropping in shock.

“You’re here.”

His voice was calm, as if nothing noteworthy had happened. Yet that very calmness only intensified their astonishment.

Grrrr…

A menacing aura emanated from the figure before them—an energy that suggested at least the realm of Peak Mastery. 

It growled low, like a beast, but its appearance was far from animalistic.

It was the corpse of Seonchong Daesa, a master of the Radiant Realm whose heart had been ripped out just moments ago. 

His skin had turned a ghastly white, his eyes devoid of focus. A single talisman affixed to his forehead made it clear: this was no longer a human.

“Is this… a Jangshi?”

“Indeed. Though it falls short of the original, it’s still a decent addition to our forces.”

“As expected… my lord…”

Gulp.

Creating a Jangshi typically required a great deal of time. 


A corpse infused with a vengeful spirit might take over a month to rise naturally. 

Even with artificial intervention, it would take days and consume numerous spiritual elixirs.

And even then, the resulting Jangshi—its vitality and meridians irreparably damaged by death—would be a shadow of its former self, its strength negligible compared to its living days. 

Most would hope to revive it and train it from the ground up to regain power.

Take Ju Cheongha herself: she had only grown this strong through years of rigorous training and her lord’s grace.

Yet the time they’d been away was less than an hour. 

There were no traces of elixirs or tools having been used. 

And still, the Seonchong Jangshi standing before them radiated power surpassing even her own.

‘Truly, my lord. No wonder he once swept through half the world with such power. To think all my past misfortune was leading me to become his lawful wife—no, his vassal.’

‘To create a Jangshi of this caliber without elixirs… and in such a short time. Truly… another reason to take this man as my husband.’

The two women marveled, each in her own way.

Meanwhile, oblivious to their reactions, the Talmyeong Jangshi himself quietly mused, ‘So it works like this?’

Level 68.

The Jangshi crafted from Seonchong Daesa stood before him, its strength equivalent to the late stage of Peak Mastery. 

Two thoughts crossed his mind. First, satisfaction—its power exceeded his expectations. 

He hadn’t dared hope for Radiant Realm, so late Peak Mastery was more than enough.

Moreover, it showed no signs of side effects; it was a puppet wholly obedient to his will.

While he could grant it minor autonomy, it lacked independent consciousness, eliminating any risk of betrayal.

The second feeling, however, was a twinge of disappointment.

‘All it can do is basic attacks… Is it too broken to let a Jangshi use something like the Buddha’s Palm?’

Despite its late Peak Mastery inner energy and physical might, it couldn’t wield Shaolin’s signature martial techniques. 

Moves like the Buddha’s Palm were out of the question; it was limited to raw, strength-based strikes. 

In terms of a card game, it was a vanilla minion with no special effects.

Still, securing another asset for his forces brought him quiet joy. 

Glancing at the two women—whose skin seemed to gleam even more after their bath—he spoke.

“With this, preparations are complete. It’s time to leave this cursed land.”

“Yes!”

“I’ll guide the way, my lord!”

***

Shaolin

For countless years, Shaolin had stood as a pillar of the Central Plains’ martial world, a symbol of Buddhism and a dominant force. 

Its power was unrivaled, even among the entirety of the martial realm. 

Led by the current Wulin Alliance Leader and the world’s greatest master, Hyeonjang Daesa, Shaolin’s hundreds of disciples—guided by the Three Great Monks—worked tirelessly across the land to maintain peace and protect the common folk.


But the sudden demise of Seonchong Daesa, one of Shaolin’s Three Great Monks and a warrior in the late Radiant Realm, cast a dark shadow over the temple’s festive mood.

In a heavy atmosphere, Shaolin’s senior monks gathered. 

Among them, the greatest master of the era, Hyeonjang Daesa, spoke with a voice calm yet laced with unmistakable fury.

“Then let us begin the discussion regarding the demon who killed Seonchong Daesa… the Talmyeong Jangshi.”

To Be Continued



 
  
    Chapter 12: Beat the Basket to Death


An elderly monk with a long, white beard.

The greatest master of the current era, the abbot of Shaolin, and also the leader of the Wulin Alliance—Hyeonjang Daesa.

His face bore the gentle, detached air of an old man who had transcended worldly affairs.

Yet beneath his voluminous monk robes, his body told a different story.

Thick muscles peeked through the wide, sturdy fabric—large hands, forearms reminiscent of logs, and prominent trapezius muscles.

Though his face was that of an elder, his physique overflowed with vitality, surpassing even that of most young men.

Despite his formidable frame, he spoke with a voice as calm and clear as a still pond.

“Baekryeon Beopsa. Explain the situation once more.”

“Yes, Great Master.”

Her body trembled slightly, still gripped by lingering anger and sorrow.

Suppressing it, Baekryeon Beopsa faced Hyeonjang Daesa and the other senior monks, recounting the nightmare of that day.

“It was right after my master defeated a Jangshi estimated to be at the Peak Mastery level.

Just as he was about to finish it off, he appeared… the Talmyeong Jangshi.

A demon from hell, a skeletal figure without a shred of flesh.”

Even now, that terrifying image haunted her dreams.

Shuddering at the memory of a being that seemed to embody the very name of an evil spirit or rakshasa, she continued in a quivering voice.

“When that demon appeared, my master said even he couldn’t discern its realm.

Realizing its extraordinary nature, he prepared to strike with all his might.

But…”

At that moment, overwhelmed by emotion, a single tear rolled down her cheek.

“…My master entered nirvana.

In an instant, that filthy hand tore out his heart.”

“Hmm…”

“How… how could such a thing happen…”

Though some had heard the rough details and remained skeptical, Baekryeon Beopsa’s tearful, rage-filled testimony—the words of Seonchong Daesa’s prized disciple—left no room for doubt.

It also underscored just how dangerous and powerful this Talmyeong Jangshi truly was.

“Everyone here knows Seonchong Daesa’s strength,” Hyeonjang Daesa said.

“For him to fall so helplessly, despite not letting his guard down, can only mean the resurrected Talmyeong Jangshi possesses immense power.”

A monster capable of felling a late Radiant Realm master in a single blow.

The records spoke of the Talmyeong Jangshi’s terror, but reading exaggerated or distorted accounts was one thing—facing it as the death of a master, senior, or friend was another entirely.

As a heavy silence settled over the hall, Hyeonjang Daesa’s resolute voice cut through.

“Even so, we cannot let this creature roam free.

Seonchong, who has entered nirvana, must have known its strength from the records.

Why, then, did he confront it despite the risk?

To prevent more innocent lives from falling to this demon’s hands—and, above all, to stop the Central Plains from being further tainted by this vile seed.”

Ordinarily, Hyeonjang Daesa presented himself as a compassionate monk to his disciples and the common folk.

But now, a different aura emanated from him—something rough, fierce, akin to what one might call hatred.

This emotion began to kindle in the hearts of those present, one by one.

“We must not turn away from fear simply because it exists.

Did not the Buddha himself face Mara’s trials head-on and ultimately subdue him?

As his disciples, we too must stand resolute.”

“Your words are just, Great Master.”

“No matter how fearsome this demon’s power, if not us, who will save the people?”

“Leave one rotten fruit unchecked, and it spoils the rest.

This filthy evil must be uprooted swiftly.”

Despite their lingering fear, the senior monks of Shaolin began to raise their voices.

Naturally, notions of dialogue or mercy never crossed their minds in this gathering.

Mercy was reserved for the weak and innocent; for vile demons, there was only the Buddha’s hammer of justice.

Amid this rare fervor among the Buddha’s disciples, Hyeonjang Daesa, who had stoked it, let out a quiet, bitter sigh inwardly.

‘Anger only invites affliction… Yet there’s no other way now.’

For a Buddhist disciple, such an atmosphere was far from ideal.

He knew this well, but in this moment, even such affliction had to be permitted—especially in times as critical as these.

‘Two hundred years. The world has only just begun to find balance. I cannot let it crumble again.’

Not long ago, the Nine Saints Demon Uryong had been vanquished.

Though the operation was carried out under the Wulin Alliance’s banner, it was Hyeonjang Daesa and Shaolin’s disciples who had spearheaded the campaign.

This monumental achievement—the defeat of one of the Seven Great Demons after two centuries—elevated the Wulin Alliance’s prestige and, even more so, cemented Shaolin’s already towering reputation.

It also quelled the vague dread that the common folk harbored toward the Seven Great Demons and other monstrous beings.

If one could fall, then two or three might follow.

Indeed, the Wulin Alliance and the government were already discussing plans to target another of the Seven Great Demons, riding this wave of momentum.

Seonchong Daesa’s sudden death at such a time threatened to douse the rising fervor with cold water.

To prevent this—to keep the tide from turning—they needed to swiftly hunt down and destroy this filthy demon before rumors spread and fear took root once more.

“This humble monk will take the lead,” one said.

“I will bring the Buddha’s solemn hammer down upon that demon.”

“Seonchong Daesa was my old friend.

Please grant me the chance to avenge him.”

The senior monks clamored, each vying for the chance to step forward.

Among them were those who had reached the Radiant Realm, and even some who had attained the Mysterious Realm.

However—

“No, I will take to the field myself,” Hyeonjang Daesa declared firmly, dismissing their requests.

Though they understood the gravity of the situation, the notion that the greatest master under heaven would personally intervene was enough to stun the assembly.

“Even Seonchong Daesa couldn’t withstand this foe,” he continued.

“At the very least, its realm must be Mysterious, perhaps even touching the Boundary of Life and Death.

Shouldn’t I be the one to see this through with my own hands?”

“This humble monk agrees,” one replied.

“With your strength, Great Master, you can surely bring the Buddha’s hammer down upon that filthy demon.”

Hyeonjang Daesa, a figure who had surpassed the Mysterious Realm and stepped into the Boundary of Life and Death, was said to have no equal across the vast heavens.

His declaration to march into battle ignited a spark of anticipation in the eyes of many senior monks.

The fight of the world’s greatest master—a spectacle that could itself serve as a teaching.

With fervent expectation, the monks of Shaolin began to rise from their seats.


Watching them, a surge of exhilaration welled up within Baekryeon Beopsa.

She had known Shaolin would act, but for the greatest master under heaven to step forward himself?

No matter how formidable the Talmyeong Jangshi might be, she was certain it could not defeat Hyeonjang Daesa.

‘Master… just wait a little longer. I’ll place that filthy demon’s head upon your grave!’

***

Meanwhile, a lone figure walked through the bustling streets.

Clad in a bamboo hat and carrying a large basket on his back, he moved quietly toward some destination, drawing little attention.

Then—

“Seonchong, straighten up.”

“Grrrr…”

A low, beastly growl followed.

He adjusted the basket on his back and continued on his way.

His destination was a small inn on the outskirts of the city.

Entering, he made his way to a prearranged room.

“Welcome, my lord.”

“My lord, was everything alright?”

Two women greeted him with questions as he stepped inside.

But the response came not from the figure standing before them—rather, it emerged from the basket he set down.

“Nothing happened.”

A skeleton—no, the Talmyeong Jangshi—slowly climbed out of the basket, smoothing his crumpled clothes.

At his words, a quiet sense of relief washed over the faces of the two women.

“With this, there shouldn’t be any major issues moving through villages and cities going forward,” Cheonhwa said.

“Even so, you must remain cautious,” Ju Cheongha warned.

“Some masters can sense the presence of a Jangshi.”

With that, she glanced at the Jangshi that had escorted their lord here—Seonchong Jangshi.

Though a Jangshi, its outward appearance resembled little more than a pale human wearing a bamboo hat.

Ju Cheongha was much the same, yet even she occasionally faced trouble when her identity was exposed, so vigilance could never lapse.

“Now that my lord has returned safely, I’ll step out for a bit,” Cheonhwa said.

“You can’t keep wearing such attire forever.”

The Talmyeong Jangshi was no longer dressed in his original ornate but tattered robes; instead, he wore plain clothes.

Having arrived at a sizable city, Cheonhwa rose to buy proper garments for him.

“Hm, then I’ll—” Ju Cheongha began.

“Didn’t you just say it yourself?” Cheonhwa interrupted.

“A Jangshi wandering recklessly could be dangerous.

I’ll go alone this time.”

“Do so,” the Talmyeong Jangshi said.

“If anything happens, return immediately.”

“Hehe, thank you for your concern, my lord.”

“Hm…”

Sigh…

With a pleased laugh, Cheonhwa left the room.

Ju Cheongha let out a small sigh, but soon after, a different thought began to stir within her.

‘Now that I think about it… we’re alone together. Finally.’

Though Seonchong Jangshi remained in the room, it was a mere puppet without will.

The realization that she was now alone with her lord in this space sent an involuntary thrill through her.


And alongside it, the word that had been circling her mind incessantly—‘lawful wife.’

At that moment—

“…They’re here,” he said coldly.

“Yes?”

The sudden, chilling words and the ominous shift in her lord’s demeanor gripped Ju Cheongha with deep tension.



 
  
    Chapter 13: I defeated the enemy leader… Me?


“Cough! Cough!”

“Is Master Baekryeon alright?”

“Junior Sister, your complexion doesn’t look good.”

“I’m… f-fine… Cough!”

A group of martial artists was heading toward Yoseong.

Led by the world’s greatest master, Master Hyeonjang, all available forces—except for a few left behind to guard the main temple—were accompanying them on this mission.

Naturally, Master Baekryeon was also part of this journey.

Along with Master Hongryeon, the senior sister who had remained at the main temple, Baekryeon set out on this path with a sharpened resolve for vengeance.

However, near Beijing—before they could even reach Yoseo—

Master Baekryeon was now suffering from a high fever and persistent coughing.

“This isn’t good. Her qi and blood are severely depleted, and she’s sustained internal injuries on top of that. If this continues unchecked, her life could be in danger.”

“Hmm…”

“Oh… To that extent…”

Master Hongryeon and the other monks frowned at the physician’s words.

Master Baekryeon had rushed day and night without rest, using extreme qinggong (lightness skill) that even caused internal injuries to Shaolin Temple, all to resolve the “Heavenly Demon Abduction” incident in Liaodong and address “that matter” that had erupted in Yoseo.

Immediately after, with barely any rest, the decision for a punitive expedition was made, and she had raced to Beijing once more.

It was no wonder her body couldn’t hold up.

Up until now, she had endured through sheer willpower and a burning desire for revenge against her master’s killers.

But now, her body had reached a point where even that vengeance could no longer sustain her.

“Did you hear that, Master Baekryeon? I understand your determination, but pushing further would be dangerous.”

“B-but…!”

“Junior Sister, in this condition, you’ll only be a burden. Do you think it was our master’s wish for you to hold others back in the name of avenging him?”

“Ugh…”

The words of her senior sister, Master Hongryeon, struck her with pinpoint accuracy.

Baekryeon felt frustration welling up inside her, yet she couldn’t argue back.

Even standing on her own was a struggle for her now.

Lying here and wasting time would only hinder the plan to defeat the enemy as quickly as possible.

In the end, despite the still-blazing fire of vengeance within her, Master Baekryeon had no choice but to withdraw from the mission to subdue the Talmyeong Gangshi (Escaped Soul Zombie).

“…I’m sorry. And… please, I beg you. You must… you must defeat that wicked creature and bring me its head.”

“I promise. It will be done.”

“Junior Sister, rest easy without worry. We’ll bring you that creature’s head in no time.”

Master Hongryeon clasped Baekryeon’s hand tightly, making a bold promise.

Baekryeon had been the prized disciple of Master Seonchong, alongside Hongryeon.

Though her worsening condition prevented her from joining the battle, everyone present knew her resolve was stronger than anyone else’s.

Left alone in the care of the physician, comforted by her senior sister, Baekryeon sighed heavily amid the feverish pain boiling within her.

She felt regret that she couldn’t witness the end of that vile monster with her own eyes.

And deep in her heart, the flames of hatred still refused to die out.

“Is that the place…?”

“There’s no doubt. That’s it.”

Before their eyes appeared the ruins of a collapsed fortress.

As Master Hyeonjang and the high monks following him gazed upon it, they began to tighten their grip on their tension.

The crumbling walls and the dilapidated building at the center—rumors of the Talmyeong Gangshi had circulated about this place since ancient times.

The Shaolin warriors who had arrived here regarded it with deep wariness.

“I heard that when the Murong family investigated this place before, they found nothing…”

“That’s right. It seems that creature had been hiding, waiting for certain conditions to align before reviving.”

“It might even be a consequence of us defeating one of the Seven Great Stars.”

When one of the Seven Great Stars is killed, another takes its place.

It was reasonable to assume that the revival of the Talmyeong Jangshi this time was connected to that phenomenon.

In any case, with their senses sharpened to the fullest, the group, led by Master Hyeonjang, began to approach the ruined fortress cautiously.

It was midday, with the sun high in the sky.

Jangshi (zombies) were inherently weak to sunlight, so they had deliberately chosen to come during the day.

Whether this was considered cowardly didn’t matter in the slightest.

This wasn’t some honorable martial arts tournament emphasizing fair duels—it was a war, plain and simple.

Striking when the enemy was at its weakest was only natural.

And so, the martial artists carefully entered the interior of the ruined fortress.

***

Despite their heightened senses, they could feel nothing.

“…It really seems like there’s nothing here.”

“! Even you, Master?”

“Does that mean… could it be that the creature has fled?”

Even Master Hyeonjang, who had reached the realm of life and death, could not sense the presence of the enemy.

At this point, in a normal situation, it would be reasonable to conclude that there truly was nothing here.

However, Master Baekryeon had once said something: neither she nor her master could detect the presence of the Talmyeong Gangshi.

Considering that fact, this was undoubtedly some kind of scheme.

It meant that the vile monster might be lurking even now, completely concealing its presence, waiting for the perfect moment to ambush them.

“Everyone, stay cautious. We don’t know when or where it might appear.

Make sure to move in pairs and search this area thoroughly.”

“Understood, Master.”

Following Master Hyeonjang’s orders, the Shaolin warriors began to slowly spread out.

Among them was Master Hongryeon, Baekryeon’s senior sister, who had trained under Master Seonchong alongside her.

“Hmm…”

Master Hongryeon was at the early stage of the Superlative Realm.

However, their opponent was a monster that had felled even their master, a master of the Transformation Realm, with a single blow.

The fact that this creature could emerge from anywhere at any moment was more than enough to instill deep fear in her.

‘Ugh… If I’d known it would be like this… I wouldn’t have volunteered…’

Her junior sister Baekryeon burned with a desire for vengeance.

But unlike her, Hongryeon hadn’t been eager to join this mission.

Of course, their master’s death was a tragedy, and avenging him was a disciple’s duty.

Especially for her, as the most senior disciple in the hierarchy—essentially the eldest sister—she had no choice but to step forward, whether she liked it or not.


But even so, shouldn’t a living person prioritize staying alive?

The main fighting would be handled by the higher-realm masters or Master Hyeonjang anyway.

If she encountered the “enemy” here, it was painfully obvious that she’d be gruesomely killed in an instant.

‘W-Wait… Now that I think about it… didn’t they say beasts target the weakest prey first when hunting…?’

The Superlative Realm was nothing to scoff at anywhere else.

But here, among those in the Transformation Realm, the Mysterious Realm, and even the Life-and-Death Realm, she—at the early stage of Superlative—was relatively small and an easy target, one of the weakest links.

If the Talmyeong Jangshi was indeed hiding, masking its presence, and if it could see through their situation perfectly, then surely the first one it would rip apart would be her.

The moment that thought crossed her mind, a heavy wave of fear crashed over her.

The sky was clear and bright, and the surroundings were so open they almost felt desolate.

Yet despite this, she felt as though she were trapped in a pitch-black abyss where she couldn’t see an inch ahead, sinking into a fear she had never experienced before.

All she could hear in her ears was the sound of her companions’ footsteps.

The only presences she could sense were those of her allies.

The fact that she had no idea when or where something might leap out and reach for her—and that it could tear her life away in an instant—was more than enough to make Hongryeon feel the imminent danger to her life in real-time.

Stumbling forward in a daze, gripped by confusion and terror, Hongryeon quickened her pace.

Before she realized it, she had strayed far from her companions.

In this situation, she felt an overwhelming urge to scream as she pressed onward, her mind a chaotic mess.

‘Damn it… Damn it… Where are you… Where the hell are you, you cursed Talmyeong Jangshi… If you’re going to show yourself, do it now…!’

At that moment—

“! Kyaaaaah!!!!”

BOOOOM!!!!

A scream erupted from her, followed immediately by the sound of an explosion.

The ringing of the Yeorae Shinjang (Buddha’s Palm) technique—still incomplete but resonating clearly—prompted the nearby monks to react instantly.

“Senior Brother, that sound—?”

“The Yeorae Shinjang… Could it be Master Hongryeon?”

With Baekryeon absent, Hongryeon was the only one here who had inherited the Yeorae Shinjang from Master Seonchong.

Quickly grasping the situation, they rushed toward the source of the sound, fearing that Hongryeon might already have met her end in the meantime.

But then—

“Huh?”

“H-Hongryeon… Master? W-What… What is this…?”

“Ah…”

The scene before their eyes left them stunned.

One by one, the monks gathering there began to show expressions of shock.

There stood Hongryeon, her body rigid, still emanating the lingering traces of inner energy, her hands outstretched.

It was clear she had used the Yeorae Shinjang.

But that wasn’t the only thing.

In front of her lay something collapsed.

It was… the very being Baekryeon had described.

A skeleton without a shred of flesh, dressed in tattered yet ornate clothing, a talisman affixed to its forehead.

The sight naturally brought a single name to the minds of the gathered monks:

‘Talmyeong… Jangshi?’

Judging by its appearance, it seemed to match the creature Baekryeon had spoken of.

The problem was its current state.

It appeared to have taken a direct hit from the Yeorae Shinjang.

Its body had crashed through a wall and lay crumpled within the debris.

The bones of its chest were completely shattered, and cracks and fractures marred the rest of its skeletal frame.

It no longer even twitched, as though that single strike had finished it off entirely.

What did this mean?

The situation defied comprehension in many ways.

Yet the “result” laid bare before their eyes forced them to grapple with it.

As their preconceived notions crumbled, they unwittingly began to voice the truth.


“C-Could it be… Master Hongryeon, you… defeated the Talmyeong Jangshi?”

“Huh?”

“Impressive! Who would’ve thought my junior sister would avenge our master like this?”

“N-No, wait, this is… I mean…”

To Be Continued



 
  
    Chapter 14: Took the bait


“It’s dead. Without a doubt.”

“Ohh…”

“Phew…”

The moment Master Hyeonjang confirmed it, the Shaolin disciples let out sighs of relief.

To their eyes, it certainly looked dead, but even so, the lingering unease they’d held in a corner of their hearts—born from the slim chance it might not be—finally began to dissipate.

However, despite this declaration, there was still one person who couldn’t fully relax: Master Hongryeon, the very one who had (supposedly) defeated this Talmyeong Jangshi.

“You’ve achieved a truly great feat.”

“As expected of Master Seonchong’s senior disciple.”

“To take revenge for him with his own martial arts—what a profoundly meaningful act.”

“Uh… N-No, I just…”

Praises poured in from all directions. Yet, Hongryeon couldn’t bring herself to accept them with ease.

‘Does this even make sense?’

A Talmyeong Jangshi, speculated to be at the Life-and-Death Realm.

A monster thought to rival even Master Hyeonjang—defeated by her, someone merely at the Superlative Realm?

It’d be more believable to say an elephant died from an ant bite.

Yet, the fact remained that this skeletal creature had fallen by her hand.

In a moment of extreme terror, as she turned a corner and came face-to-face with that skull, Hongryeon had screamed her lungs out and unleashed her strongest technique against it.

The Yeorae Shinjang (Buddha’s Palm).

A secret technique directly passed down by her master, Seonchong.

To fully wield it, one needed to reach the Transformation Realm, but through bone-grinding effort, Hongryeon had trained it to a level usable in real combat.

Even so, due to her incomplete mastery, it paled in comparison to her master’s version.

But in that moment, her mind had no room to dwell on such details.

With a ferocity fueled by desperation, she forced her inner energy into the strike.

The blow landed with the technique’s signature clear, resonant bell-like sound, without even a moment to think about life or death.

A thick cloud of dust billowed up.

Amid it, Hongryeon, half out of her mind, slowly began to grasp… or rather, comprehend reality.

‘Am I… about to die now…?’

She, a mere Superlative Realm practitioner, had dared to strike a monster of the Life-and-Death Realm.

Even if she’d used her strongest technique, expecting any meaningful result was foolish.

More likely, she’d soon be brutally killed by an enraged Talmyeong Jangshi.

With such a coldly rational conclusion, she quickly resigned herself to death.

Yet, what came into view next—the sight of the Talmyeong Jangshi lying “dead” before her after taking her strike—shocked her more than the prospect of death itself.

She briefly wondered if it might be one of its minions rather than the real Talmyeong Jangshi, but that didn’t seem right either.

Before coming here, Baekryeon had described its appearance in excruciating detail: a fleshless skeleton, distinctive clothing, even the intricate decorations on its garments.

It matched almost perfectly with what Baekryeon had painstakingly recounted.

Moreover, the other high monks who rushed over—and even Master Hyeonjang himself—nodded in agreement that this seemed to be the creature in question.

Of course, even someone as great as Hyeonjang had no real way to distinguish a Jangshi he’d never seen before, especially one reduced to bones with no qi or blood vessels left to analyze.

But regardless, the words of someone in such a high position carried inherent authority.

In the end, bewildered as she was, Hongryeon had no choice but to accept that she had indeed defeated the Talmyeong Jangshi.

‘Well… there are cases where a Transformation Realm master dies instantly from carelessness… It’s not entirely unheard of…’

Indeed, history told of Taejo of the Great Yuan, who reached the Life-and-Death Realm, only to die after lingering in illness following an unexpected fall from his horse.

Could this situation be similar?

Perhaps, by some stroke of luck, the Talmyeong Jangshi had been careless or weakened for some unknown reason, allowing her strike to finish it off?

Forcing herself to rationalize it amid the surrounding atmosphere, yet unable to shake a lingering unease, Hongryeon cautiously lifted the Talmyeong Jangshi’s skull—the so-called “trophy.”

Fear and anxiety.

And amidst the praise echoing around her, a faint thread of… ambition began to bloom within her.

‘T-That’s right… I killed it, didn’t I? With my own hands, I took down the Talmyeong Jangshi… an achievement even my master couldn’t accomplish!’

***

“They’ve come…”

“Hm? What do you mean?”

Ju Cheongha tilted her head in confusion.

I spoke to her in a calm voice.

“The bait. The one we set up has been taken down. It seems the Martial Alliance’s punitive force has arrived.”

“! I see… I expected it, but I didn’t think they’d come this quickly.”

It had only been a little over ten days since we left that place and arrived here in Liaodong.

We’d moved carefully to avoid drawing attention, so our pace had naturally been slower than expected.

The fact that the punitive force had already arrived sent a chill down my spine, even as I silently prayed that our bait had worked as intended.

A lizard can sever its tail and flee in a crisis.

The severed tail retains nerves, twitching for a time to distract predators…and that tail serves as bait.

And I had left behind a decoy to play the role of that lizard’s tail.

The only item I had when I first arrived in this world: a cash item, the Ancient Jangshi Costume.

It was a purely cosmetic item with no special effects, but it was undeniably something that could only be obtained with cash.

A rare outfit that I assumed could never be acquired again.

Yet, despite that, I willingly used it to create bait.

The first experimental Jangshi I made shortly after arriving here.

I had Ju Cheongha cleanly strip the remaining flesh from it and dressed it in the Ancient Jangshi Costume.

Once it was done, it looked vaguely similar to me.

Upon closer inspection, there were differences in height, skeletal structure, the shape of the skull, and other minor details, but it was convincing enough for a disguise.

Left behind in the ruins of that fortress, it took on the role of my stand-in.

It had practically no inner energy, and since I’d already used it thoroughly for experiments, its final purpose was to be utilized frugally in this way until the end.

And now, I could tell through the lingering connection I still had with it: the bait I’d left behind had been killed.

It was taken down instantly, without even putting up a decent fight.

I couldn’t be certain how much time this would buy me.

They might grow suspicious of how easily it fell, or perhaps they’d continue investigating, harboring doubts about its connection to the Heavenly Demon or Joo Cheong-ha.

But for now, it would at least divert their attention for a while.

Relieved by that fact, I was just beginning to relax when—

“Um… Master, I have a question.”

“What is it?”

“Well… it’s just…”


Ju Cheongha hesitated, looking oddly reluctant.

Curious about what she might want to say, I prompted her.

“It’s fine, go ahead and speak. Whatever it is you want to say.”

“Uh… It might be a rude question, but… If you had stayed there, Master, what would’ve happened? If, instead of avoiding them, you’d ended up in a full-on fight with the Martial Alliance…”

It was an obvious question from Ju Cheongha.

Of course, I knew she had misconceptions about my strength—assuming I could one-shot someone at the Transformation Realm or something absurd like that.

But the Martial Alliance…

No, even just Shaolin Temple alone wielded staggering power.

Master Hyeonjang, a figure who’d reached the Life-and-Death Realm and the final boss of the evil faction route, was just the start.

There were also two others who’d reached the Mysterious Realm.

Even if only half of them mobilized, the outcome was obvious—I’d be crushed.

Still, to her, asking such an obvious question with an equally obvious answer, I gave a short, blunt dose of cold reality.

“Naturally, I wouldn’t even have bones left to collect…”

“My Lord! I’m back!”

“!”

“Hm. Good work. Did you get the clothes?”

“Yes! Here they are. They’ll suit you perfectly, my Lord.”

The door burst open, and the Heavenly Demon strode in.

Holding a bundle in her hands, she shut the door and immediately spread its contents out before us.

“Thankfully, I made contact with a merchant group owned by the cult. You can head to the rendezvous point as planned.”

“…Good job.”

“I got these clothes through them too, so try them on. They’ll definitely suit you, my Lord.”

“Hmm…”

It seemed the connection with the Heavenly Demon Cult had been successfully established.

But aside from that, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the clothes in front of me—and not for a good reason.

Unlike the half-rotted Ancient Jangshi Costume, these were flashy, pristine, and exuded an overwhelming elegance.

Looking at them, I started to feel a significant amount of pressure.

“…Isn’t this a bit much for me to wear?”

“Not at all. On the contrary, I think clothes like these are exactly what will bring out your charm, my Lord.”

Charm?

For a skeleton like me?


If I were some handsome young man, maybe, but there’s no way this suits me.

Surely even Ju Cheongha, standing right there, wouldn’t entertain such a ridiculous idea—

“She’s right. In fact, something of this caliber is necessary to properly display your dignity to those Heavenly Cult bastards, Master.”

‘Damn it…’

To Be Continued



 
  
    Chapter 15: The guy who fell behind as soon as he came out


The Evil Faction.

A force that forms one of the pillars of the martial world.

Beings who sit in positions unrecognized—or unrecognizable—by the righteous martial sects.

They occupy the so-called shadows of the world, controlling every nook and cranny beyond the reach of the Martial Alliance’s grasp.

Though their origins trace back to those who were pushed out by the Martial Alliance, which once dominated the martial world, over a thousand years, these factions rooted themselves in the underworld.

By now, their influence had grown to a point where even the Martial Alliance could no longer treat them lightly.

Among these evil factions, the most powerful and feared is the Heavenly Demon Cult.

With its dark tendrils stretching across the Central Plains and beyond, this group has waged fierce, bloody battles against the Martial Alliance for countless years.

Based in the Hundred Thousand Mountains, located in the western Central Plains—a place later known as Xinjiang—they have, since ancient times, ceaselessly sought opportunities to swallow the martial world whole.

For over a millennium, they’ve earned a notorious reputation, bringing all manner of harm to the world.

Naturally, the righteous Martial Alliance has made numerous attempts to uproot the Heavenly Demon Cult.

Yet, like pests that crawl back no matter how many times they’re crushed, the cult has tenaciously clung to its existence, gnawing at the Martial Alliance’s heels.

When one Heavenly Demon dies, another quickly rises to rally their forces.

Above all, their members—scattered like specks across the Central Plains, hiding in plain sight—make eradicating their roots an almost impossible task.

And this holds true even here, in this very place: the Heavenly Demon Cult’s branch in Liaodong.

Situated at the edge of the Central Plains, thousands of li away from their main stronghold, this branch usually keeps a low profile.

They only spring into action when major incidents occur, otherwise living quietly, disguised as ordinary farmers or merchants.

But…

This morning, news arrived.

An unexpected report about the “Heavenly Demon” turned the quiet cult branch upside down.

“W-What… Is this for real? The Heavenly D— I mean, the Cult Leader is coming here?”

“Yes, General. It’s confirmed—sent by the believers running the merchant group.”

“Damn it…”

“? What’s wrong, General? Shouldn’t you be glad to hear the heavens have kept her safe?”

“N-No… I’m glad. Glad, of course… Could there be any news more joyous than this? You—go prepare to welcome the Cult Leader at once.”

“Understood, General.”

The servant bowed deeply and left.

Left alone in the room, the middle-aged man’s expression turned icy as he began grinding his teeth.

“Damn it… How did things come to this…”

This man, Chae Kyung, was the overseer of the Liaodong branch and a martial artist at the Superlative Realm.

One of the cult’s generals, his slightly wrinkled face was dotted with strands of gray hair, and an unmistakable unease flickered across his features.

But this wasn’t merely the pressure of a high-ranking figure’s visit.

The Heavenly Demon arriving right at the doorstep of the Liaodong branch meant something else entirely: the “mission” he had conspired with the main cult to carry out—specifically, a plan devised and executed with the cult’s Grand Elder—had failed.

‘Those damned Shaolin bastards… How did they handle this? That girl, who should be locked in Shaolin’s underground prison by now, how did she get all the way here…?’

Chae Kyung bit his nails until they bled, his anxiety palpable.

Though his opponent was the Heavenly Demon, he harbored no respect for that young thing—not in the slightest.

Cheon Hwa, the girl who became the new Heavenly Demon by the will of the previous one.

Yet, to the cult at this moment, her existence was nothing more than an annoying obstacle.

The Heavenly Demon Cult had stood firm for over a thousand years.

Even so, the events of the past year had shaken its deep roots with crises of unprecedented magnitude.

The sudden death of the previous Heavenly Demon.

And the new Cheon Hwa who succeeded him—a mere girl, still young and woefully lacking in martial prowess.

Considering she had only recently passed the age of fifteen, her growth rate was undeniably terrifying, and some speculated she might one day surpass even the previous Heavenly Demon.

But regrettably, the world wasn’t patient or naive enough to wait for her to bloom.

Not long ago, the Martial Alliance had grown even more aggressive after toppling one of the Seven Great Stars.

It was a known fact among the cult’s higher-ups that they were preparing for another “punitive expedition.”

The power of a young sprout alone wouldn’t be enough to navigate this crisis.

In this precarious situation, teetering both internally and externally, the cult’s Grand Elder—the younger sibling of the previous Heavenly Demon—stepped in…

The Black Flame Demon Lord “Cheonsu” conspired with the generals to devise a plan.

The scheme was to oust the young Heavenly Demon and install the seasoned and capable Cheonsu as the new Heavenly Demon, using him as the central figure to navigate this crisis.

And Chae Kyung was one of the generals who agreed to this plot.

Though his cooperation wasn’t driven by pure righteousness but rather by the promise that, should the plan succeed, he’d be elevated from a frontier general to an elder of the main cult, he nonetheless took on a critical role in this undertaking.

In this far-flung Liaodong branch, the farthest from the main cult, Chae Kyung stirred up a small incident.

Using it as a pretext, he summoned the Heavenly Demon from the main cult to this place.

Though it was a distant frontier, for the newly appointed Heavenly Demon, who had just taken over the cult, this was an opportunity to establish her authority for the first time—an obligation she couldn’t avoid.

Additionally, managing the cult branches scattered across the Central Plains, a task akin to an inspection tour, was something she’d need to do at least once.

Thus, unaware of the trap, the Heavenly Demon set out across the Central Plains with her entourage and arrived here.

Along the way, guided by information Cheonsu had deliberately leaked, she was ambushed and kidnapped by Shaolin’s high monks.

Believing everything had gone according to plan with the “natural accident” removing the Heavenly Demon, Chae Kyung had thought it was a success.

But now, as if mocking him, the news of her return threw his mind into chaos.

To complete the coup, he’d need to eliminate her here at least, but that was no easy task.

Though Cheonsu and several generals had turned against her, the Heavenly Demon was still the rightful leader of the cult.

Even in this branch alone, it was filled with fanatics who’d gladly lay down their lives at her command.

In the worst-case scenario, a single word from her could turn the tables, and his own head might roll instead.

Yet, despite these unfavorable odds, Chae Kyung wasn’t entirely without a chance.

‘The silver lining is that her realm is only at the Pinnacle…’

Chae Kyung was the strongest martial artist in this branch.

Meanwhile, the Transformation and Superlative Realm guards who had escorted the Heavenly Demon had already been confirmed dead.

Though she wielded demonic energy, without her escorts, ambushing her in a one-on-one situation could make killing her feasible.

If he then mobilized his loyal subordinates to dispose of her, the mission could still be deemed a success, one way or another.

‘Yes… I can’t back down now. No matter what, I’ll end that girl with my own hands.’

“General! The heavens have arrived!”

“Hm. Alright. I’ll go.”

Steeling his resolve, Chae Kyung stepped outside.

Fingering the dagger hidden in his heart, he greeted the Heavenly Demon with as much courtesy as he could muster.

“This humble Chae Kyung greets the heav—?!”

But then—

‘W-What… What are these guys?’

The two figures accompanying the Heavenly Demon.


The moment he saw their faces, Chae Kyung’s expression froze solid.

Behind the Heavenly Demon stood an old monk wearing a bamboo hat and carrying a large basket on his back.

Beside him was a beautiful woman with pale skin and flashing red eyes, her cold gaze fixed on him, exuding a subtle killing intent.

The energy emanating from both was extraordinary—likely at least at the Superlative Realm, matching Chae Kyung himself.

But beyond these two—beyond even the Heavenly Demon—there was one presence that seized Chae Kyung’s attention entirely.

Standing side by side with the Heavenly Demon was a skeleton Jangshi clad in ornate robes.

Unlike the two behind, no trace of power could be felt from it.

Yet, in this very moment, that lack of presence instilled an even greater fear in Chae Kyung.

‘N-No inner energy at all…? Does that mean… it’s a monster far beyond me?’

It reminded him of a colorless, odorless deadly poison.

In his entire life, Chae Kyung had only encountered one being capable of concealing their inner energy so perfectly: the previous Heavenly Demon.

A supreme existence who had reached the Life-and-Death Realm, wielding power that touched the heavens.

This being, reminiscent of that Heavenly Demon, stared at him silently with glowing red eyes.

As if it could see through everything… as if it knew what he had done.

Overwhelmed by deep terror, Chae Kyung abandoned his half-baked assassination plan entirely.

Trembling with fear, he could do nothing but prostrate himself flat on the ground.


Meanwhile—

The figure in question, observing Chae Kyung, was that very Jangshi of the (presumed) Life-and-Death Realm.

It quietly thought to itself as it looked at him:

‘Oh, this guy… the one who dies right at the start of the prologue.’

To Be Continued



 
  
    Chapter 16: He knows everything


The Liaodong Branch of the Heavenly Demon Cult.

On the surface, it appeared no different from an ordinary shrine, but deep within, accessible through a hidden passage, lay a place that could practically be considered a village in its own right.

It felt more spacious than what I’d seen in the original story.

There, I received unexpectedly lavish hospitality as I was guided inside.

Perhaps thanks to the Heavenly Demon’s endorsement, the cultists here didn’t make a fuss over my skeletal appearance—unlike the humans I’d encountered so far.

I didn’t know much else about them, but that part, at least, I appreciated.

We entered a grand, imposing building located deeper within the village.

In the righteous faction route, this was a boss room.

In the evil faction’s Heavenly Demon route, it served as the stronghold.

“Come this way, my Lord.”

“…Alright.”

Though it was my first time here, it felt oddly familiar.

Following the Heavenly Demon—who seemed unusually delighted—I took a seat.

At that moment—

“Um… excuse me…”

Chae Kyung, the cult general, cautiously spoke up.

His face was familiar, but honestly, in the original story, he was just a guy who died right after appearing—killed off for recklessly challenging someone far stronger than him without recognizing their power.

I didn’t know much about him beyond that.

But aside from that, at this moment, my attention was fixed on him for an entirely different reason.

‘What the… I thought this guy was a nobody, but he’s at the late Superlative Realm?’

***

Surrounded by overwhelming forces he couldn’t hope to match, the cult general Chae Kyung was visibly tense.

Nervously glancing around, he carefully addressed the Heavenly Demon standing before him.

“O Heavens… Are you unharmed? I heard you were ambushed by the vile Martial Alliance…”

“That’s right. I don’t know how or where the information leaked, but their surprise attack nearly cost me dearly. My escorts were completely wiped out, and I was captured and abducted by those filthy Shaolin monks.”

“…”

Then how are you here? 

Chae Kyung barely suppressed the urge to shout, listening silently instead.

Of course, he couldn’t dare voice his true thoughts.

As he struggled to calm his boiling frustration, the Heavenly Demon continued.

“And it was this person who saved me.”

“?!”

With those words, she leaned against the skeletal Jangshi beside her as naturally as if he were her lover.

Her behavior—leaning so casually against a figure that embodied terror itself—left not only Chae Kyung but also the other cultists present visibly bewildered.

But they had no idea.

What came next would shake them to their cores even more.

“Let me introduce him. This is none other than one of the Seven Great Stars, the Great Demon Talmyeong Jangshi, who once swept away half the martial world.”

“T-Talmyeong… Jangshi?”

“Could it be that legendary…?”

The moment that name was uttered, Chae Kyung’s already stiff face turned ashen pale.

From their first encounter, he’d sensed something extraordinary about this being.

But to think it was the legendary demon from ancient texts—a creature he’d tried to purge the Heavenly Demon of—showing up to save her life?

The more he thought about it, the more absurd it seemed.

Yet the reality before his eyes left no room for denial.

As the situation grew increasingly complicated and headache-inducing, Chae Kyung felt his body being gnawed at by an overwhelming mix of despair and fear.

‘Damn it… How did things end up like this…? If I mess this up, forget promotion—I might lose my head to that Talmyeong Jangshi!’

He’d acted boldly, trusting in the Grand Elder Cheonsu as his powerful backer.

But Cheonsu was merely at the late Mysterious Realm, and he was tens of thousands of li away in the Hundred Thousand Mountains.

Against the Life-and-Death Realm monster standing right in front of him, Cheonsu offered no help whatsoever.

The only silver lining…

Judging by the Heavenly Demon’s demeanor, it seemed she didn’t yet know the full story.

‘I’ve got no choice. For now, I’ll just keep my mouth shut…’

Acting rashly here would only get his head lopped off.

It’d be better to lie low as if nothing had happened and prepare for the next step later.

‘First, I’ll wait until these monsters leave. Then I’ll slowly contact the main cult. The plan failed, but if I report that Talmyeong Jangshi has allied with the Heavenly Demon, it might mitigate some of the blame.

Once the immediate fire’s out, I can devise a new strategy later…’

As Chae Kyung racked his brain for the next move, nearly bursting with stress—

“!? Gasp!”

He belatedly noticed a gaze fixed on him.

Two glowing red eyes, piercing straight through him.

Talmyeong Jangshi.

The terrifying monster had been staring at him this whole time.

In that instant, Chae Kyung felt as though his breath had stopped, gripped by an inexplicable sensation.

‘W-What… What’s this? Why… Why is that monster looking at me…? Could it be…?’

Even though it was just staring, the suffocating pressure was undeniable.

Amid that tension, a single “possibility” began to form in Chae Kyung’s mind.

The being glaring at him was the legendary Talmyeong Jangshi.

It wouldn’t be strange if it possessed abilities beyond human comprehension—like reading minds, perhaps.

Or even discerning traitors…

‘N-No… That… That can’t be… Even if it’s Talmyeong Jangshi, there’s no way… H-How could it…’

Chae Kyung desperately tried to deny it.

But once ignited, the emotion of fear didn’t easily fade.

Then, at that moment—

“You there.”

“! Y-Yes? W-What… is it?”

Feeling as though his heart shrank in an instant, Chae Kyung responded with a trembling voice.

Looking at him, Talmyeong Jangshi spoke in a chilling tone, its blood-red eyes glinting.

“You’re Chae Kyung, right? From what I can see, you seem to possess considerable talent. Late Superlative Realm. You might reach the Transformation Realm soon enough.”

“Ah… T-Thank you. For the esteemed Talmyeong Jangshi to regard this humble one so highly, I don’t know where to put myself.”


Chae Kyung awkwardly expressed his gratitude as Talmyeong Jangshi saw through his realm in an instant.

Yet, despite hearing words of praise, his heart only grew heavier with unease.

That eerie gaze that seemed to pierce through everything.

A voice so rigid it carried not a trace of emotion.

It began to feel less like praise and more like an interrogation.

“Be careful from now on.”

“Y-Yes?”

“I said be careful. Now that you’ve reached the late Superlative Realm, shouldn’t you aim for the Transformation Realm? If you recklessly step into something foolish, all your hard work could collapse in an instant.”

For a moment, Chae Kyung felt as though his entire body had frozen.

Talmyeong Jangshi, a being he’d just met, was issuing him a warning.

No… this wasn’t just a warning.

It was undoubtedly a “suggestion” to step back now.

‘Is it… really… Does it truly see everything? Does it know all that I’ve done…?’

If the truth of his “rebellion” came to light here, it would be the end of him.

Execution on the spot—or, in the worst case, a fate worse than death after unspeakable torture.

Resist? Flee?

The moment he clumsily unleashed his energy here, his head would fly off by Talmyeong Jangshi’s hand.

A being that could dispatch a Transformation Realm warrior in one blow—someone like him, a mere late Superlative Realm practitioner, could be finished with a single gesture.

Yet, despite knowing this full well, Talmyeong Jangshi didn’t immediately expose the truth.

Instead, it offered him “mercy” in the form of a suggestion.

Don’t recklessly get involved in something foolish.

In other words… step away from the “dangerous place” you’re tied to now.

Do so, and it would preserve his life, allowing him to reach the Transformation Realm.

Why?

Why would such a great and powerful being show him “mercy”?

And the answer to that… Chae Kyung found without much difficulty.

Hadn’t it said so itself?

That he possessed considerable talent.

Though it only mentioned the Transformation Realm aloud, the “talent” it saw likely went beyond that.

Those red eyes were surely perceiving something greater at this very moment.

A strange sense of exhilaration.

And at the same time, fear of the horrific fate that awaited if he rejected this mercy.

Finally, Chae Kyung made his decision.

Thud!

“?”

“Hm? General, what are you…”

Kneeling on the ground, Chae Kyung bowed his head toward the puzzled Heavenly Demon and spoke in a resolute voice.

“I’m sorry, O Heavens. I, Chae Kyung, a man sworn to the cult’s loyalty, have committed an utterly disloyal sin! Please punish me!”

“A sin…? What are you talking about?”


The Heavenly Demon asked, her voice laced with confusion.

Meanwhile, Talmyeong Jangshi looked at him silently, as if it had known this would happen.

Facing them, Chae Kyung began to reveal everything he knew.

The Grand Elder Cheonsu’s rebellion.

And the truth behind the Heavenly Demon’s abduction…



 
  
    Chapter 17: I guess I have no choice but to kill him


Chae Kyung, the general of the Demonic Cult, knelt before us, spilling out the schemes of the Grand Elder Cheon Soo in a torrent of words.  

Caught off guard by this unexpected situation, I couldn’t help but feel momentarily dazed.  

“Huh? What? This guy’s a traitor too?”  

I already knew that Cheon Soo, the Grand Elder of the Heavenly Demon Cult, was a betrayer.  

The story up to the mid-point of the Heavenly Demon Route in the original work revolved around ousting the Grand Elder, who had seized control of the cult, and returning the sect to the Heavenly Demon.  

But I never imagined that Chae Kyung—someone who had shown kindness to the Heavenly Demon here in Liaodong, only to recklessly confront a martial arts master from the Martial Alliance shortly after and get brutally killed—would turn out to be one of Cheon Soo’s lackeys.  

“There were no signs at all, so I thought he had nothing to do with this… Was it just that he got killed off so quickly before any hints could even surface?”  

Just moments ago, I had genuinely intended to warn him out of pure concern.  

In the original story, Chae Kyung didn’t have any notable stats and was killed off within a minute of his appearance, so I assumed he was a complete nobody.  

But now, the level floating before my eyes for this guy was 67.  

In terms of level alone, he was on par with the now-trivial Seon Chong Jangshi, and considering he could use martial arts, he might even be stronger.  

To think that someone who died so pathetically in the original story was actually a late-stage super-peak martial artist—how could I not feel a pang of regret?  

Unlike the other Heavenly Demon Cult executives who backstabbed and attacked in the original story, Chae Kyung was the only one who treated the protagonist and the Heavenly Demon with respect.

That made him someone worth keeping alive and using for as long as possible.  

With that in mind, I had sincerely advised him—out of consideration—to not throw away his valuable life needlessly later on.  

But for some reason, that seemed to trigger something in him, and now he was confessing things I hadn’t even asked for…  

He was pouring out the so-called “truth of the incident” and offering us an apology.  

Was he simply intimidated by my menacing appearance?  

Or was it the fear of standing before the Heavenly Demon herself?

I couldn’t tell.  

“Well… either way, it’s fortunate that we’ve uncovered a traitor we didn’t know about like this…”  

For now, Chae Kyung, who had obediently bowed his head and confessed the truth, received a lenient judgment.  

“Your crime of daring to defy me, the heavens incarnate, deserves death by dismemberment. However, since you’ve confessed willingly now, and more importantly, since Lord Talmyeong Jangshi mentioned mercy, I, too, shall forgive you.”  

“T-Thank you! Thank you, O Heavens!”  

“You will remain in seclusion for a while. And you must never forget this grace.”  

“I will keep it in mind! I, Chae Kyung, swear that even if my bones turn to dust, I will never forget this kindness!”  

I hadn’t particularly intended to show mercy, but somehow the situation had turned out that way.  

Feeling burdened by Chae Kyung’s tearful, grateful gaze directed at me, we began discussing what to do next.  

For now, the betrayal of Cheon Soo and the upper echelons of the Heavenly Demon Cult had been confirmed.  

The question was how the person most affected by this news—the Heavenly Demon standing right here—would react.  

From her perspective, it was a situation where a trusted uncle had stabbed her in the back.  

And in the original story, her reaction upon learning this fact was clear…  

“So, my uncle has betrayed me… Then there’s no choice but to kill him.”  

“…Yeah, as expected.”  

The Heavenly Demon spoke with a cold expression, radiating killing intent.  

I’d grown a bit desensitized to her after she kept clinging to me, calling me “Lord of the West” or whatever, but as expected, her core nature as the Heavenly Demon hadn’t gone anywhere.  

Traitors are executed immediately.  

This applied not just to her uncle but to anyone else…  

Naturally, that included me as well.  

In the original story, the Heavenly Demon valued loyalty highly and punished betrayal ruthlessly.  

“Anyway, if things proceed like this… even if the timing or details differ, will it still follow the original story’s flow?”  

In the Heavenly Demon Route, the protagonist, alongside Cheon Hwa, reclaims the Heavenly Demon Cult from Cheon Soo’s grasp.

Afterward, they push back the Martial Alliance, crush the Seven Great Sects, and the Heavenly Demon Cult swallows the martial world whole.  

If the current flow continues, I couldn’t help but think things might head in that direction. With that thought, I glanced at Cheon Hwa beside me.  

If the original story’s flow holds, then she would surely…  

“For now, spread this information to each branch. We need to act first to prevent anyone from defecting to Cheon Soo’s side.”  

“Understood.”  

“…Wait. Hold on.”  

“Y-Yes?”  

“Is… something wrong?”  

Wait, what’s with this twist?  

In the original story, you, Cheon Hwa, were the one who stopped that from happening!  

Though the situation was unfolding similarly, she was still young and clearly less mature compared to the “big sister” version of her in the original story.  

If I left things as they were, there was a risk of an irreparable mess breaking out. So, I stopped her and spoke in a calm voice.  

“That’s not a good choice. Sure, announcing your survival might put out the immediate fire. But have you thought about what happens afterward? Do we have any solid evidence right now that Cheon Soo betrayed us?”  

“Well, General Chae Kyung’s testimony here—”  

“One person’s testimony alone won’t bring down the Grand Elder of the Demonic Cult. Without tangible proof, they could claim Chae Kyung’s lying and turn it around to punish him—or even assassinate him if needed.”  

“T-That…”  

Chae Kyung’s face showed panic.  

But he, too, knew that in this failed situation, the Grand Elder wouldn’t spare him, nor would he simply accept this outcome.  

“More importantly, the Demonic Cult is rooted in the law of the strong. Even though your potential is exceptional, Cheon Hwa, you don’t yet have the strength to face the Grand Elder head-on. Even if you wield the authority of the Heavenly Demon, the number of people who’d follow you is limited. It’d only weaken your political standing.”  

“…You’re… right.”  

“You seem to know our cult very well. Truly, Lord of the West…”  

She didn’t want to admit it, but Cheon Hwa herself knew her authority wasn’t solid.  

It wasn’t for nothing that she’d come all the way to Liaodong to bolster her reputation.  

As the atmosphere grew heavier, Ju Cheong-ha, who had been quietly observing, cautiously spoke up.  

“If I may, my lord, do you have a good plan? A way to turn this situation around? Perhaps with your overwhelming strength, you could—”  

Despite her sour expression the whole way here, she now seemed surprisingly proactive.  

Before she could veer into strange territory, I shared the strategy I’d thought of—  

Or rather, the strategy the “big sister” Heavenly Demon had used in the original story.  

“Hmm… That’s not bad either, but there’s a better way. However, it’s not something I can do alone. It absolutely requires everyone here to cooperate.”  

“Just say the word, and we’ll fully support your will.”  

“I, too, will do my utmost to assist you both if given the chance.”  

Having gained their agreement, I began explaining the plan step by step.  

A plan to cut off the head of the dragon lurking in the Ten Thousand Great Mountains.  

***

The Ten Thousand Great Mountains

A frontier region located in the west of the martial world,  

A place made up of towering mountain ranges and harsh climates, creating an utterly barren environment.  


Yet this rugged and treacherous terrain also kept the reach of the Central Plains at bay, allowing the Heavenly Demon Cult to endure through centuries of relentless persecution.  

Deep within these Ten Thousand Great Mountains stood a massive palace.  

The Heavenly Demon Palace.  

The de facto center of the Ten Thousand Great Mountains and the heart of the Heavenly Demon Cult.  

But at this moment, the palace lacked its symbol and master—the Heavenly Demon herself.  

What echoed through the halls were ominous rumors spreading despite attempts to hush them.  

A chilling tale that the Heavenly Demon, who had set out on a tour to the east, had been assassinated by the Martial Alliance.  

Though no official word had come from above, and it remained mere rumor, the heavy atmosphere within the Heavenly Demon Palace grew thicker by the day.  

“What in the world is going on? Could the Heavenly Demon really have been taken down?”  

“Shouldn’t we head to the Central Plains ourselves instead of sitting here?”  

“I heard rumors she got tangled up with those Shaolin baldies… If we stay like this, won’t we end up facing a disaster?”  

Amid the chaotic atmosphere, the cult’s generals and elders exchanged words.  

Each of them had risen to their positions through the law of the strong, their martial prowess ranging from late-stage super-peak to the Hwa-kyung level, and even the Hyun-kyung level in some cases—enough power to easily wipe out an average sect.  

Yet despite this formidable force, their faces betrayed an unmistakable unease.  

Though their strength was considerable, their purpose was to serve the Heavenly Demon.  

She was the symbol and heart of the cult, destined to one day hold the entire martial world in her grasp.  

Though small and frail now, the seed of the heavens within her held boundless potential that already touched the sky—there was no doubt about that.  

The uncertainty of her life or death was enough to shake the hearts of even the most devout followers.  

At that moment—  

“Calm yourselves. Nothing has been confirmed yet.”  

Amid the restless atmosphere, a figure sat in the Heavenly Demon’s place at the head of the room.  

Cheon Soo, the Grand Elder of the Heavenly Demon Cult, spoke in a quiet voice.  

“Soon, news will arrive from Liaodong. It won’t be too late to discuss things after that.”  

His words carried an almost overly relaxed tone, but they weren’t easy to refute.  

Just as the momentum of a few elders who seemed ready to depart began to wane—  

“Urgent report! News from Liaodong!”  

“What? What’s happened?”  

Cheon Soo raised his voice deliberately as he asked.  

A servant handed him a letter delivered via messenger hawk.  


Feeling a thrill of anticipation, Cheon Soo hurriedly opened it.  

But the moment he read its contents,  

His face twisted—not with pretense, but with genuine shock.  

“N-No… What is this…?”  

To Be Continued



 
  
    Chapter 18: A scheme for a great cause(or not)


“What in the world is going on, Grand Elder?”  

“Hmm… Take a look at this.”  

The contents of the unexpected messenger hawk’s letter caught Cheon Soo off guard.

Feeling a deep sense of bewilderment, he showed it to the other elders around him.  

[The Heavenly Demon was injured in an ambush by the Martial Alliance. Her life is not in danger. She is currently recuperating at the Liaodong branch. ]

“What…?”  

“Good heavens, so that’s why those rumors were circulating. To think the Heavenly Demon’s noble body was injured…”  

“But it’s a relief, isn’t it? If she had passed away as the rumors claimed, the entire cult would have been thrown into chaos.”  

The elders expressed relief at the fact that the Heavenly Demon’s life wasn’t in jeopardy.  

But then—  

“What are you all saying right now?!”  

Grand Elder Cheon Soo’s voice erupted with fierce anger.

The atmosphere in the room, which had just begun to lighten, sank back into a chilling stillness.  

“The heavens were injured by the Martial Alliance! Even if her life isn’t in danger, is this something to feel relieved about?!”  

“Uh…”  

“I… I’m sorry, Grand Elder.”  

The Grand Elder openly vented his irritation and displeasure without filter.

Seeing him genuinely express emotion for the Heavenly Demon’s sake, the others couldn’t help but feel a strange sense of guilt.  

“Well… It’s understandable he’d be this upset since his niece was nearly in danger.”  

“I thought he didn’t particularly like the Heavenly Demon… but blood really is thicker than water, isn’t it?”  

The cult’s executives interpreted the Grand Elder’s unusually heated demeanor as the concern of an uncle for his niece.  

But in truth, Cheon Soo’s outburst wasn’t out of worry for the Heavenly Demon’s safety.  

“Those useless Martial Alliance fools! They can’t even eat the meal I set right in front of them!”  

Cheon Soo had leaked information about the Heavenly Demon’s movements to the Martial Alliance.

Though they were enemies, he had been certain their strength would be more than enough to take her down.  

Yet, contrary to his expectations, the Martial Alliance’s insects had failed miserably.  

He had given them her exact travel route.  

He had informed them of the approximate strength of her escort.  

He had even cleverly blocked interference from nearby branches.  

Damn it, I practically did everything for them!  

And yet, despite all this, those blasted Martial Alliance bastards couldn’t handle even this simple task, leaving his insides churning with frustration!  

Barely containing his explosive rage and redirecting it outward, Cheon Soo fumed.  

Then—  

“…Huh?”  

His eyes caught a glimpse of a red mark in the corner of the letter.  

It wasn’t something accidentally smudged. It was a code used among the executives he had recruited for the “grand scheme.”  

Realizing this belatedly, he quietly retrieved the letter he had shown to the others.  

“Phew… Let’s end today’s meeting here. If the Heavenly Demon is safe, that’s fortunate enough. We’ll discuss the aftermath tomorrow, so let’s rest for now.”  

“Understood, Grand Elder.”  

“As you wish. We’ll see you tomorrow then.”  

The others, who had been on edge, felt their tension drain and began to rise from their seats without objection.  

Once everyone had left, Cheon Soo cautiously held the letter over the flame of a nearby candle.  

Faint words began to emerge—a hidden message written in special ink.  

As he read its contents, a new emotion, different from his earlier anger, flickered across his face.  

“What should we do about this situation…?”  

Things had indeed gone awry.  

Moreover, a clean resolution was no longer possible.  

But fortunately, General Chae Kyung, who oversaw Liaodong and had aligned himself with Cheon Soo, was still in play. 

The fact that the Heavenly Demon was lying vulnerable in his territory meant there was still a chance.  

Though it wouldn’t be as smooth as the original plan and would likely cause some complications, he wasn’t willing to let this opportunity—created with considerable effort—slip away. 

Waiting for the next chance would undoubtedly be even harder.  

“She’s already reached the peak realm. If this continues, it won’t be long before she surpasses even me and becomes a monster. If that happens, it’ll truly be the end of everything.”  

He couldn’t let the ambition burning in his heart be extinguished like this.  

And the time left to achieve it was running short.  

With his resolve hardened, Cheon Soo grabbed a brush and paper and quickly began writing a new letter.  

On the surface, it appeared to be a simple inquiry about the Heavenly Demon’s well-being.  

But hidden within it was a single, true command:  

[Kill the Heavenly Demon.]  

“Tch…” 

*** 

Jangshi Ju Cheongha was far from pleased with the situation here in Liaodong.  

Ever since arriving, the Heavenly Demon had been blatantly sticking to her lord’s side.  

At least she was spared from hearing that nauseating “Lord of the West” nonsense anymore, but the way that girl shamelessly acted as if the spot beside her lord belonged to her was impossible to ignore.  

What had particularly infuriated her was something that happened yesterday.  

It was a remark the Heavenly Demon had made during a meal.  

“Lately, I’ve been thinking more and more that it might be best to take a husband as soon as possible.”  

“W-What do you mean, O Heavens?”  

“Think about it. Though I bear the seed of the heavens, I’ve only just passed the age of fifteen. Because of that, even now, there are surely some within the cult who secretly look down on me, even if they don’t show it.”  

“O Heavens, how could you say such a thing…”  

Chae Kyung’s voice trembled with flustered surprise.  

But the Heavenly Demon continued, her tone firm and resolute.  

“If I had a strong husband by my side, would that wretched uncle of mine have dared to scheme like this? Though the cult has many loyal followers, I need someone close to me to support me from behind. Someone like this person here, for example.”  

With that, she subtly leaned against her lord’s shoulder.  

She hadn’t said it outright, but unless someone was completely oblivious, there was no mistaking the implication—  

That wretched girl was staking a claim on her lord.  

Yet, despite her boiling frustration, Ju Cheongha couldn’t bring herself to openly interfere.  

Personally, she hated this situation, but she knew better.  

Everything happening now was part of her lord’s grand plan.  

There was no way her lord was doing this out of mere sympathy.  


Why else would he have saved the Heavenly Demon and personally accompanied her to Liaodong?  

“Surely, it’s to seize the Heavenly Demon Cult and use it as a stepping stone for his greater ambitions…”  

The Heavenly Demon Cult, with its roots spread across the Central Plains.  

Her lord was actively exploiting this situation, having won over the Heavenly Demon’s heart.  

From immediately sniffing out the situation and weeding out traitors, to essentially taking full control under the guise of strategy— wasn’t he already steering everything?  

Just look at the Heavenly Demon in front of her.  

Despite Ju Cheongha’s souring mood, wasn’t she already completely captivated by her lord’s charm, unable to break free?  

If things continued like this, once the internal “rebellion” was quelled, the entire cult would naturally fall into her lord’s hands.  

That would mean securing nearly half of the Central Plains’ unorthodox factions, undoubtedly propelling her lord’s ambitions forward by leaps and bounds.  

Knowing all this so clearly, how could someone as insignificant as herself dare to disrupt her lord’s plans over petty personal feelings?  

So, despite her discomfort, Ju Cheongha silently observed the situation.  

As (perhaps not) her lord’s most trusted aide, she resolved to endure this until his plan reached a stable point…  

“Ju Cheongha.”  

“Ju Cheongha?”  

“! Ah… Y-Yes? What is it, my lord?”  

Her lord’s sudden call snapped her out of the unconscious mire she’d slipped into from the barrage of stimuli. She stammered a response.  

“It’s about time we move to the next step.”  

“Oh!”  

Her lord handed her a letter. As she took it, the earlier unease on Ju Cheongha’s face gave way to a newfound seriousness.  

“It seems they took the bait, just as you predicted, my lord.”  

“With this, we’ve secured evidence. Now it’s time to set a trap to reel him in for good.”  

“We’ll proceed immediately. From here on, it’s truly a race against time. I’ll ensure it’s handled as swiftly as possible.”  

“Understood, my lord.”  

With the order given, they sprang into action with precision.  

Though there had been some initial friction, they now moved as seamlessly as her lord’s limbs. Watching them, Ju Cheongha allowed herself a quiet smile inwardly.  

***


One month later—  

A new letter arrived before Cheon Soo, who had been anxiously awaiting news of the Heavenly Demon’s death.  

[Beijing Branch suffered a devastating blow; 60% of its followers were wiped out.]

[Shaanxi Branch half-destroyed in a surprise attack by the Martial Alliance.]

Each report came from the domains of elders who had allied with him.  



 
  
    Chapter 19: Life doesn’t always go the way you want it to


The sudden appearance of yet another of the Seven Great Evils, “The Death of the Nameless Jangshi.”  

Although one of Shaolin’s three great monks, Master Seonchong, met his end in the process, the consecutive subjugation of two of the Seven Great Evils in just a few months greatly boosted Shaolin Temple’s morale.  

At the same time, it sent shockwaves through the entire Martial Alliance.  

However, despite the undeniable fact that the death of a great demon was a tremendous boon for the Central Plains, this upheaval was not purely a cause for joy.  

“Shaolin seems to be experiencing a string of blessings…”  

“How long has it been since they vanquished the Nine Divine Saint Wuyong, and now this happens again?”  

“This is a problem. Shaolin’s momentum has already been soaring lately…”  

The righteous factions of the Central Plains, united under the banner of the Martial Alliance— commonly known as the Nine Sects and Five Great Families, a total of fifteen martial factions— essentially controlled the sunlit side of the Central Plains.  

On the surface, they were comrades who revered righteousness and chivalry,  

but beneath that facade, invisible power struggles constantly simmered among them.  

Although the Sage once said, “Why speak of profit? There is only benevolence and righteousness,”  

human nature inherently gravitates toward self-interest.  

Even these righteous factions, who championed benevolence and justice, were undeniably interest-driven groups.  

No matter how much an action aligned with righteousness, if it ultimately brought harm to their own interests, they couldn’t help but harbor discomfort, whether great or small.  

In this regard, Shaolin’s prestige, which had skyrocketed after consecutively defeating two of the Seven Great Evils, naturally began to stir unease among the other factions.  

Shaolin had long claimed that “all martial arts originate from Shaolin” and acted as the Martial Alliance’s elder brother.  

Given their extensive history and overwhelmingly long tenure as holders of the title “World’s Greatest,” their strength was undeniable.  

But recently, that dominance was starting to feel dangerously overbearing.  

Shaolin was beginning to meddle not only in the Martial Alliance’s internal decision-making  

but also in matters traditionally under each faction’s jurisdiction— such as regional trade management and revenue collection— under the pretext of “the war against demons.”  

If this trend continued unchecked, Shaolin might evolve from a mere elder brother into an outright overlord.  

The righteous factions of the Central Plains, burning with frustration, could only watch as the tide shifted toward Shaolin.  

Then, at such a time, news arrived that naturally piqued the interest of several sect leaders and family heads.  

“They’ve found a place that might be the Demonic Cult’s headquarters?”  

“Yes. An anonymous letter arrived recently, and though we investigated with some skepticism, it seems to be reliable information.”  

Who were the Demonic Cult?  

They were vermin, lurking like insects throughout the Central Plains, emerging at the slightest sign of weakness to wreak havoc.  

Their movements were so cunning, and their hideouts so cleverly concealed,  

that despite exhaustive efforts, the righteous factions had failed to uproot them entirely.  

It was a widely known fact that even in the imperial capital, attempts to fully eradicate the Demonic Cult’s covert operations had failed.  

The possibility of locating the Demonic Cult’s headquarters was an irresistible lure to those who had been waiting for a chance to overturn the atmosphere tilting heavily toward Shaolin.  

“Even though Shaolin has gained fame for slaying demons, they’ve always been somewhat inept when it comes to dealing with the Demonic Cult.”  

“Didn’t they fail to capture the Heavenly Demon not long ago, despite all their boasting?”  

“This is an opportunity—a chance to leave a deep impression on the Central Plains.”  

With the situation assessed, the various sects and prestigious families sprang into action with unprecedented zeal.  

As a result, the Heavenly Demon Cult, hidden throughout the Central Plains, suffered a devastating blow—losing thirty percent of its total forces in just three weeks.  

Their headquarters were destroyed, and numerous followers, from rank-and-file members to key leaders, were either killed or gravely injured— a horrific loss.  

This massive purge of the Demonic Cult naturally elevated the voices of the factions leading the effort.  

At the same time, it served as a subtle warning to Shaolin, which had been focused on demon extermination: the Central Plains still harbored threats beyond mere demons, and reckless action was ill-advised.  

This slightly curbed Shaolin’s previously unchecked momentum.  

Thus, the campaign against the Demonic Cult brought considerable gains to the righteous factions.  

However, they were unaware that the greatest beneficiary of this event was not one of them… 

The righteous factions were the sworn enemies of the Demonic Cult— a truth upheld since ancient times.  

Naturally, countless theories arose about the identity of those who had revealed the location of the Demonic Cult’s headquarters, sparking this devastating blow.  

Most agreed it was likely someone harboring a deep grudge against the cult— particularly against its leader, the Heavenly Demon.  

Yet, the person in question, hearing the outcome of these events— the master of the Demonic Cult, the Heavenly Demon— wore a thick smile.  

“Word has come from the Shaanxi branch as well. The elder overseeing it has been killed, and the branch reduced to ashes. The survivors have fled to Hubei in haste.”  

“Excellent. This has turned out splendidly.”  

She’s smiling while her own people are dying!  

This wasn’t a mere jest— genuinely, at this moment, the Heavenly Demon couldn’t have been more pleased.  

And those around her, including myself, felt the same.  

For Chaekyung, who handled the practical affairs, this “success” was a priceless achievement.  

By eliminating the Grand Elder’s lackeys based on the information he provided, he had partially atoned for his sins against the Heavenly Demon and proven his loyalty.  

Given that he’d handed over information that, in the original story, the Heavenly Demon had painstakingly uncovered herself, I couldn’t help but view him favorably.  

From the Heavenly Demon’s perspective, this affair was a calculated ploy to purge the Grand Elder’s minions— a stratagem of using the enemy to kill another enemy.  

These were individuals she’d have needed to eliminate eventually to fully consolidate her grip on the cult.  

Managing to do so without dirtying her own hands was a significant gain.  

Furthermore, the cult branches that lost their bases and leaders, unscathed by this incident due to their unwavering loyalty to her, fled to her strongholds, naturally bolstering her power.  

As for me, the one who “planned” this— though in truth, I’d merely replicated the Heavenly Demon’s tactics from the original story— I had no reason to be dissatisfied hearing the faithful reenactment of the source material.  

Even Joo Cheongha, who pretended otherwise but subtly smirked while listening to the proceedings… well, I wasn’t sure, but given her personality, she was probably just pleased that so many humans had died.  

In the original story, her goal had been to slaughter all living beings in the Central Plains  

and create a world ruled by Jangshi.  

In any case, our surprise strike left only scraps of Grand Elder Cheonsu’s faction remaining.  

I knew exactly what would happen next.  

If the original story holds, the enraged Grand Elder will rally his remaining forces  

and charge at the Martial Alliance.  

He’ll get utterly crushed by Master Hyeonjang, barely retreating to the Hundred Thousand Mountains… 

After losing what little forces he has left, he’ll go mad, staking everything on a final desperate move— only to be shattered and gravely wounded.  

Then, the Heavenly Demon and the protagonist will confront the exhausted and injured Cheonsu in a climactic battle.  

Despite his realm of Late-Stage Mysterious Realm, higher than the still-growing Heavenly Demon’s at that point, he’ll meet his end.  

Of course, with our current strength, even a weakened Grand Elder is a threat.  

But we’ll manage somehow.  

At this stage, there should be plenty of experts within the cult loyal to the Heavenly Demon.  

Unlike the original story, where the Heavenly Demon was kidnapped (publicly presumed dead), even someone like Cheonsu wouldn’t have been able to eliminate all her loyal followers.  

If we presented the “evidence of betrayal” we held, there’d be no shortage of experts ready to plunge their blades into him.  

Even with my feeble body, I couldn’t help but feel joy at how smoothly everything was unfolding.  

For now, I decided to wait calmly for Cheonsu’s downfall.  

Or so I thought…  

“Ha… Heavens above!”  


“? What’s wrong?”  

A cult member burst into the room, tumbling in urgency.  

Facing the Heavenly Demon’s questioning gaze, he spoke with a trembling, anxious expression.  

“The… the Grand Elder is here.  

Word just came that he’s arrived at the gates.”  

“…What?”  

“Wha— What do you mean?”  

“?!?!”  

A bolt from the blue, completely unexpected.  

Stunned by this sudden twist, I was momentarily speechless.  

Then—  

“The atmosphere feels off.  

It’s as if he’s about to commit some heinous act at any moment.”  

“! Heinous act? Surely he wouldn’t…”  

Amidst the shock, the Heavenly Demon’s gaze began to shift.  

Not just hers— every pair of eyes in the room turned toward me in unison.  


Within those gazes, I sensed a strange anticipation.  

And naturally, a single sentence surfaced in my mind:  

“Life never goes according to plan, does it?”  


—Joo Cheongha  





 
  
    Chapter 20: I will stand in the sky


“Focus only on serving your elder brother well.”  

A father who, in all his life, had never once shown him any affection.  

Those words, spoken as he handed over a black pill in his final moments, had become a chain binding his entire existence.  

“This pill contains the Flame Worm (염충). It will not only instantly elevate your realm, but also allow you to wield the cult’s secret art, the Black Flame.”  

Beyond basic martial arts, he had never learned anything exceptional.  

In such a situation, this was the first and final command bestowed upon him, along with the cult’s secret technique.  

“I will grant you power.  However, with this power, think only of aiding the next Heaven whom all acknowledge. But you yourself must never become Heaven, nor even entertain such a thought.”  

These were the last words left by his father, the former master of the Divine Cult.  

Following that testament, he, given the name “Su,” had devoted himself entirely to serving his elder brother, who had become Heaven.  

In truth, Heaven was a being whose name and power lacked not the slightest flaw, and under his reign, the cult had grown slowly but steadily and stably.  

For over a decade, he had trained himself to uphold that colossal existence and acted as his hands and feet.  

Surpassing the realm of Mastery, he reached the supreme realm of Mystery, and despite earning the title “Black Flame Demon” and rising to the position of Grand Elder within the cult, he remained endlessly loyal to the Heaven above him—his elder brother.  

However—the moment that being he had revered as Heaven suddenly met his death, the moment the entity that had bound his entire life vanished, a single emotion began to awaken in Su’s heart.  

A nephew overflowing with talent yet still young and frail.  

A Martial Alliance growing ever more emboldened after vanquishing the Nine Divine Saint.  

Amidst such crises and the ripening tension, he finally made up his mind.  

Heaven had fallen.  

The seed meant to succeed it was pathetically weak.  

If that was the case—

“I will stand as Heaven. With my own hands, I will drag down that frail, false Heaven and resolve this chaos!”  

That, surely, would be the best way to serve his departed “elder brother.”  

Thus, consumed by ambition and deceiving even himself, Cheonsu began his preparations step by step.  

He recruited elders from across the Central Plains.  

After setting a date for his grand uprising, he finally succeeded—or so he thought—in eliminating his nephew.  

But his expectations of dominating the realm were short-lived.  

Not long after, news arrived that his nephew, presumed dead, was still alive, stirring an unfamiliar anxiety within Cheonsu’s heart.  

His nephew was weak and incompetent, yet possessed an uncanny sharpness.  

It wouldn’t take long for him to realize Cheonsu had orchestrated everything.  

In a panic, he ordered Chaekyung in Liaodong to assassinate his nephew, but what followed was not news of his nephew’s death—only tales of his own limbs being severed one by one.  

On the surface, it appeared to be a sudden attack by the Martial Alliance, but Su knew better.  

The elders who had died this time were all those who had secretly allied with him.  

Moreover, wasn’t the method used against him the very same stratagem of using the enemy to kill another that he had employed against his nephew?  

The implication was clear: his nephew had already grasped the situation and begun his counterattack.  

And now, the blade of his nephew, having cut off all his limbs, was undoubtedly aimed at his head.  

How had it come to this?  

Every plan had been perfect.  

What had gone wrong, and where?  

In another world, this anxiety drove Cheonsu to make the worst possible move—a direct confrontation with the Martial Alliance.  

There, though his forces suffered a blow, the Hundred Thousand Mountains remained packed with his followers, and years of governance had honed his political acumen, making the idea of resolving internal dissent through war a natural conclusion.  

After all, the Martial Alliance was already reeling from the actions of the original story’s Heavenly Demon.  

But here, this Cheonsu lacked both the insight and the leeway for such a move.  

Most of his followers had already been ground down, and once the Heavenly Demon’s command reached them, the elders and generals of the Hundred Thousand Mountains would simultaneously turn their blades on him.  

In a situation where all paths seemed blocked, as he was beginning to feel even despair, a single piece of news reached him—not through swift messenger birds, but the far slower relay of couriers.  

It spoke of a demon at his damned nephew’s side…and not just any demon, but the Nameless Jangshi, one of the Seven Great Evils, notorious for its ferocity.  

Strangely, the Martial Alliance claimed they had slain the Nameless Jangshi revived in Liaoxi, but according to a low-ranking informant Cheonsu had secretly planted in the Liaodong branch to monitor Chaekyung, the Nameless Jangshi was alive and well, serving his nephew in Liaodong.  

This revelation sparked an idea in the cornered Cheonsu’s mind.  

Though they were called the Demonic Cult in the Central Plains, and their history of countless bloodbaths was enough to make even demons yield, unlike demons—who only killed one or two intruders in their domain unless provoked—these people would raze entire villages or cities without a second thought.  

Yet, despite this reality, at their core, they were still human.  

And to humans, demons were an enemy of a fundamentally different kind.  

Indeed, in the distant past, hadn’t the Heavenly Demon Cult once joined hands with the vile Martial Alliance to fend off a demon invasion?  

Given this common understanding in the Central Plains, no matter that his nephew was the Heavenly Demon, the fact that she was working with a great demon like the Nameless Jangshi, one of the Seven Great Evils, could easily be used as fodder for incitement.  

Of course, with his limbs severed, mere words held no weight now.  

The remaining elders and generals at this point were the sort who’d bow their heads and accept even if his foolish nephew declared an alliance with the Martial Alliance.  

In such a scenario, there was only one course of action left.  

He would personally rush to Liaodong, slay the Nameless Jangshi, and send his nephew to the afterlife along with it.  

“I rushed to Liaodong to save the Heavenly Demon, who had fallen under the wicked Nameless Jangshi’s sway. Fortunately, I vanquished the demon, but sadly, in the process, the Heavenly Demon was also killed.”  

Of course, the plan had its flaws, and if things went wrong, he might end up dead at the hands of the Nameless Jangshi—a dangerous gamble.  

But for Cheonsu now, there were no other options.  

Failure meant being branded a traitor; success meant becoming Heaven.  

Having drawn his sword, there was no path left but to see it through to the end.  

Thus, relying on the transcendent abilities of the Late-Stage Mysterious Realm, Cheonsu crossed from one end of the Central Plains to the other in mere days.  

To maintain appearances and create “witnesses” for the incident, he gathered a handful of cult members along the way.  

Finally, Grand Elder Cheonsu arrived at the Liaodong branch where his nephew awaited.  

And then—the figure that appeared before Cheonsu.  

His nephew, wearing a cold yet confident expression, barely registered in his eyes.  

After all, a mere peak-level martial artist like her could be brushed aside mid-fight with a slip of the hand.  

The real issue was the figure standing before her.  

A Jangshi, clad in conspicuously lavish robes, its form a skeleton without a shred of flesh.  

The moment he laid eyes on it, Cheonsu couldn’t help but feel a thread of dread.  

“My inner energy can’t read it. Is it that skilled at concealing its power?… Or perhaps…”  

If it was merely adept at hiding its realm, that wouldn’t be a major issue.  

The problem arose if that wasn’t the case—if its realm was so lofty that he couldn’t even fathom it.  

Of course, there was also the possibility it simply had no inner energy at all, but who in the Central Plains would dare entertain such an absurd notion about the infamous Nameless Jangshi?  

Heightening his guard even further at that realization, yet recalling once more that he had no room left to retreat, Cheonsu began to speak the words he’d prepared.  

“O Heaven! What in the world has happened? To think that Heaven has been brainwashed by these vile demons! I, Cheonsu, a servant of Heaven and, personally, your uncle, cannot contain my grief…”  

“Now, now, don’t mind him. He’s no longer your uncle or anything else, so feel free to finish him off without hesitation.”  

“Hmm. But…?”  

“Do it. Isn’t he a wretch who dared deceive Heaven and chose the path of a traitor?”  

“He seems to be quite the formidable warrior, but before my lord, he’s nothing but an insect.  


Show these foolish humans here your might once more.”  

“…Grr.”  

They were casually asking the Nameless Jangshi to kill Cheonsu quickly.  

Their reaction, as if his words weren’t even worth hearing, made Cheonsu let out a low groan.  

Even if he laid out his story one-sidedly, shouldn’t the listener at least give some response?  

“Shut up,” or “There seems to be a misunderstanding”—he’d expected something like that, but they cut him off as if his death were already decided.  

Ironically, it almost seemed like the Nameless Jangshi, whom he’d met for the first time today, was the one showing signs of wanting to engage in dialogue—though a great demon notorious for reveling in slaughter wouldn’t do such a thing, so it must’ve been his imagination.  


Feeling that further petty conversation was unnecessary, Cheonsu began to draw up his inner energy.  

Of course, separately, he donned the mask of a “loyal servant” to manipulate the situation.  

“Please wait just a moment, O Heaven! This unworthy one will surely save you!”  

With those words, black flames flared to life.  

Feeling the awakening of the Flame Worm, which spewed vile demonic energy from deep within his core, Cheonsu coldly stared at the Nameless Jangshi approaching him—though, for some reason, it seemed oddly hesitant, despite how unlikely that felt.  



 
  
    Chapter 21: I’m dying


The Grand Elder had come in person.  

Not in the tattered state he was in the original story, but with all his limbs and meridians perfectly intact, brimming with vitality.  

The moment I heard that news, a single word automatically flashed in my mind.  

Done for.  

This wasn’t a joke—I was genuinely done for.  

Grand Elder Cheonsu?  

That bastard was at the Late-Stage Mysterious Realm.  

In the original story, his level was 88. 

It might be slightly lower now, but considering how ridiculously hard it is to raise your level—your realm—the higher you go, the difference probably wasn’t significant.  

Still, clinging to a faint hope, I wondered if maybe this guy, originally a weakling, had somehow skyrocketed in power.  

But then I saw it: Level 87.  

Yeah… raising even one level is tough.  

Without some inflated EXP event, it’d take weeks.  

Couldn’t they have shaved off a bit more, though?  

Like, say, down to 70… or maybe 68.  

At that point, I could’ve just left him to my subordinates and watched from the sidelines, but the world doesn’t work that nicely.  

A true, top-tier, ultra-super expert.  

By the original story’s standards, there were fewer than 20 Mysterious Realm martial artists, official and unofficial combined.  

For reference, there were over 100 Mastery Realm martial artists, official and unofficial, since the setting included a surprising number of hidden experts, with new ones popping up whenever the story needed them.  

Of course, if you factor in the player base and the ability to create 10 characters per account, there’d be about 20 million Mysterious Realm characters, but that’s just an RPG game’s narrative leeway.  

Anyway, the Grand Elder in front of me was clearly an opponent none of the people here could handle.  

This wasn’t just my realization—everyone else knew it too.  

As a result, the gazes of those present… especially Joo Cheongha and the Heavenly Demon, naturally turned toward me.  

Their eyes were filled with obvious expectation and admiration.  

“You took down a Mastery Realm martial artist in one blow, so maybe a Mysterious Realm one too?”—that excited anticipation was palpable.  

If I could, I’d have crushed that innocent hope in an instant and bolted at top speed, but with this cursed Jangshi body devoid of even a shred of inner energy, even lightfoot techniques were impossible.  

Sure, I could escape using my loyal Slave No. 2—aka my first ride, Seonchong Jangshi—who was still carrying the coffin on his back, but trying to outrun a Late-Stage Mysterious Realm expert with a mere peak-level subordinate was like trying to outpace a Lamborghini on an electric scooter.  

In the end, all I could do was cling to a faint hope and face this guy myself.  

But I knew all too well that this faint hope was exactly that—just faint.  

I’d once taken down the Mastery Realm martial artist Seonchong in a single strike.  

But over the past few days, I’d come to the crystal-clear realization that it was purely dumb luck.  

Back then, I’d used my Heart Snatch skill to rip out that guy’s heart in one go.  

With a 50% success rate, it was never something I could rely on, but it was still an instant-kill move.  

In the original story, only one martial art could do that, and even then, it had the limitation of not working on someone stronger than the user—making my 50% instant-kill effect, regardless of strength, an utterly broken ability.  

But… this ability had clear limits.  

After a few experiments, I found that this instant-kill only worked on living “humans.”  

Like when I’d faced an experimental Jangshi before and didn’t notice, it wouldn’t trigger on insects, beasts, or anything revived with Soul Return—no heart-snatching window appeared.  

The same applied to natural(?) Jangshi like Joo Cheongha or the other demons being captured here in the Liaodong branch.  

It seemed that demons, whose essence was more spiritual than physical, were fundamentally different from humans.  

Plus, while the basic Snatch skill had a 5-second cooldown, this one had a whopping 10-minute cooldown.  

Repeated heart-ripping? Impossible, no matter how lucky I got.  

And one more thing—something even more critical than all those drawbacks.  

This instant-kill move?  

Its range was a measly 2 meters.  

Compared to the generous 10-meter range for snatching regular objects, this was probably some attempt at balance.  

But 2 meters might sound decent at first—until you realize that even swinging a sword with an outstretched arm covers that distance.  

With a spear, it’s hopeless, and against arrows or hidden weapons, I might as well just die and call it a day.  

With Seonchong, it worked because he was a fist-fighter—worst range possible—and I’d gotten insanely lucky.  

Despite my outward reputation, the truth was this body would drop dead from a single tap, and in a combat situation, a 2-meter range might as well be an unreachable infinity.  

And now—narrowing the distance between me and the Grand Elder in front of me to 2 meters?  

It felt more realistic to walk from Earth to the Sun.  

The black flames surrounding Cheonsu stretched over a 4-meter radius, flickering menacingly.  

Just touching it—no, just stepping into that area—and I’d be 100% dead.  

Tch.  

In the original story, that field dealt minor but continuous damage, and for someone like me now, stepping in would turn me into a nicely roasted pile of bones.  

Even when Cheonsu was half-dead in the story, he maintained that field until his very end.  

At this point, it might as well have been designed to be unbreakable.  

Damn this martial world life.  

Looks like I’d just suffer endlessly and meet my end like this.  

Next time, I hope I’m reborn in a normal world with a normal body, flirting with beautiful heroines!  

With that mental last will, I dragged my utterly unwilling feet and stood before Cheonsu.  

He looked far younger and more vigorous than in the original story.  

Though his level was 1 lower, he somehow seemed 10 times stronger than his original self, and I clung to the humble hope of dying without too much pain.  

Then—  

“So, you’re the infamous Nameless Jangshi? Indeed, you seem to possess power worthy of disrupting the realm. To think even I can’t read your inner energy.”  

“Uh, no, that’s not me? And I’m just a total weakling with no inner energy?”  

Cheonsu seemed to think I was hiding my power because he couldn’t sense anything, but correcting his misunderstanding wouldn’t do me any good here.  

It’d just hasten my death.  

In that case, playing along with his belief and bluffing might raise my survival odds by a measly 0.00001%.  

“There’s nothing impressive about it. You still failed to grasp the realm in your hands. In the end, it means personal martial prowess alone isn’t enough to seize the world. On that note, I’d like to make you an offer.”  

“…What is it?”  

Cheonsu asked with mild curiosity amid the flickering black flames.  

Stretching out my hand as confidently as I could, I said, “Your power—it’s a pity to see such strength in an enemy. If someone like you were by my side, this time I could surely seize the realm for real.”  

“!”  

“W-Wait, West…!”  

“Shh.”  

The Heavenly Demon bristled slightly at my words, but Joo Cheongha hushed her.  

A chill ran down my spine, but I forced myself to ignore it.  

As the saying goes, the law is far, but fists are near.  


In principle, the Heavenly Demon should’ve ordered Cheonsu’s immediate execution, but if I tried that now, my head would be the first to roll.  

I’d rather take some flak later and survive for now.  

“How about it? I’ll let bygones be bygones, so why not join me? Together, we could bring this realm under our feet!”  

“!…”  

Trying to persuade him with grandiose words, I watched Cheonsu, who, to my surprise, looked genuinely shocked and fell silent for a moment.  

And then—clasp!  

The next moment, he performed a fist-and-palm salute toward me.  

If that were all, I might’ve cheered inwardly—or maybe even out loud—but sadly, I didn’t feel like it.  

Because the black flame field around him was still blazing, baring its teeth.  

“I’ve been discourteous to a great man. I never imagined you’d have such magnanimity. To extend a hand to someone like me despite knowing everything…”  

“Uh…”  

Hey… could you stop praising me and turn off the flames?  

No, damn it, why are they getting stronger?  

“If it were the me from a few days ago, I might’ve followed your words. But alas, what a shame. Why couldn’t I have met a great man like you just a little… just a tiny bit sooner?”  

Then just do it now!  

Why are you spouting regrets—  

Sorry! My bad!  


Don’t come closer!  

I’ll never act tough as a weakling again!  

“Don’t hesitate—come at me. I’ll face you with all I’ve got. To think I’d get to clash with someone like you as my final opponent—it’s truly an honor I don’t deserve.”  

No, wait—  

I’m the one who’s going to die!  



 
  
    Chapter 22:  Would you rather take my clothes away…?


Cheonsu was babbling incomprehensible nonsense as he approached me.  

Watching the black flame domain draw closer, I could only stand frozen, weighed down by heavy fear, staring at the oncoming figure, unable to even move my feet.  

If he were wielding some kind of weapon, I might’ve held onto a sliver of hope.  

But right now, he was clearly barehanded.  

Just like with Seonchong before, expecting anything weapon-related was pointless.  

Aside from the heart-snatching skill that only activates at 2 meters, there was nothing significant I could steal.  

“Maybe I should steal his clothes to dampen his fighting spirit…”  

Naturally, since clothing counts as an item, I could steal it if I wanted to.  

Take Joo Cheongha, for example—I could strip her top, bottom, chest wrap, and underwear in 20 seconds flat, leaving her naked.  

Of course, that would mean witnessing the horrifying sight of an old man’s nude body right in front of me, but it’d still be better than doing nothing and dying.  

With that mindset, I decided to make one last desperate struggle.  

I locked my gaze on him as he entered the 10-meter range.  

But then—  

“Huh? That’s…”  

The Nameless Jangshi.  

A being who had stepped into a realm even he couldn’t fathom…  

A presence with power far more monstrous than he’d imagined.  

But beyond that overwhelming strength, Cheonsu couldn’t help but feel genuine admiration for the words that came from its mouth.  

They’d heard plenty about each other, but today was their first actual meeting.  

Right now, he had completely turned his back on the Heavenly Demon.  

From the perspective of the Nameless Jangshi, who was supporting the Heavenly Demon, he must’ve been nothing more than a traitor who’d betrayed his master.  

A betrayer will always betray again—throughout history, eliminating traitors has been the surest way to prevent future trouble.  

A being as strong and wise as this one—a great demon, not even human—couldn’t possibly be ignorant of such basic logic.  

Yet despite that, the Nameless Jangshi extended a hand to him.  

A being with immeasurable strength.  

One who likely wouldn’t find defeating him particularly difficult.  

It was offering him mercy.  

A chance to turn back.  

A chance for him, standing on the brink of death, to survive.  

This wasn’t mere persuasion.  

Even though the Heavenly Demon had already ordered his execution, this being spoke of mercy.  

It was willing to bear the political burden that came with it, even knowing that if he rebelled again later, all the blame would fall on the Nameless Jangshi.  

To extend a hand despite such risks, simply because of his ability, meant this being’s capacity was vast.  

It meant it had the余裕 (leeway) to embrace someone like him.  

Even if he betrayed it, it had the physical and mental composure to handle it effortlessly.  

In Cheonsu’s life, only one person had ever possessed such capacity—his eternal master, his elder brother.  

This realization began to strike a deep chord in Cheonsu’s heart, which had been consumed by ambition and spiraling out of control for months.  

“So that’s it… Was I never the vessel from the start?”  

The Heavenly Demon is Heaven.  

And Heaven embraces everything in the world.  

The mercy offered by such a being, along with the quiet reprimand it carried, filled Cheonsu with endless shame and awe for the figure before him.  

He almost wanted to kneel before that vast Heaven if he could.  

But—  

Despite these emotions, Cheonsu couldn’t bring himself to take that hand.  

He had already come too far to turn back.  

He had committed the heinous sin of trying to kill his nephew… Heaven.  

Even those who followed him had been slaughtered.  

He’d come this far believing he could atone for it all by becoming Heaven and reviving the cult, but the Nameless Jangshi’s presence made even that impossible now.  

If someone like him grabbed that hand—if he chose to cling to this pitiful life—how could he face his elder brother and his subordinates in death?  

So Cheonsu made his choice.  

He would meet his end at this being’s hands.  

His opponent was the most fearsome great demon to shake the realm—the Nameless Jangshi, one of the Seven Great Evils.  

As a martial artist, to fight such a formidable foe to the death was an immense honor in itself!  

With that resolve, Cheonsu unleashed his full power in the form of black flames and stepped forward.  

Toward the Nameless Jangshi, who showed no reaction to him whatsoever.  

To feel, one last time, that power which might’ve reached the pinnacle of the world.  

But then—  

“Ugh!”  

In that instant, a chilling sensation struck him out of nowhere.  

That utterly unfamiliar feeling filled Cheonsu with both fear… and a strange thrill.  

The Nameless Jangshi before him still hadn’t moved an inch.  

It wasn’t emitting inner energy or making any specific gestures.  

Yet this sensation clearly told him that the Nameless Jangshi had done something to him.  

A coldness welled up inside his body.  

It felt as if a brazier warming him in the bitter cold had suddenly gone out.  

An empty, frigid chill, like that of a corpse.  

But before he could comprehend what it was—  

An opposing sensation suddenly overwhelmed him.  

A feeling so familiar yet horrifically alien.  

The agony of his entire body burning alive.  

And the source of that torment was the black flames he had unleashed.  

“! Gah… Urgh…!”  

What were the black flames?  

The cult’s secret art—a black fire that consumed everything.  

A flame imbued with the power of Angra Mainyu, the primordial evil from the depths of the endless abyss.  

A devouring blaze of sorrow and sin that ravenously swallowed all living things.  

Only two could control it: the authority of Heaven, the incarnation of Ahura Mazda and Angra Mainyu; a true power worthy of being called Heaven, not the unripe strength of his frail nephew.  

And those like Cheonsu himself, who carried the Flame Worm imbued with Heaven’s authority in their bodies.  

But in this moment—  


Those black flames were consuming him.  

Starting with his hands and feet, devouring his limbs, gnawing through his muscles and bones, melting his organs.  

The black flames he’d unleashed with all his might were swallowing him whole.  

Attacked by his own martial art, it was as if a trusted subordinate had stabbed him in the back—an inexplicable phenomenon that left Cheonsu helpless, unable to resist.  

“So that’s it… This is your power. A force that twists even the laws set by the gods of heaven and earth…”  

He hadn’t come here expecting to win from the start.  

He’d thought he could at least exchange a few blows, but that too was just his foolish arrogance.  

Yet even as he faced this utterly futile death—  

A trace of serenity lingered on Cheonsu’s face.  

He felt gratitude toward this great being for showing him a fragment of its power despite his unworthiness.  

And with the certainty that such a being would protect the cult alongside his weak and foolish nephew, he no longer had anything to worry about.  

Cheonsu turned to ash before my eyes.  

Thanks to the nature of the black flames, his clothes remained intact, but his body became a handful of ash without even a bone fragment left—I swallowed dryly as I watched.  

“…Wow… So this is how it goes?”  

I’d genuinely planned to strip him or something to find a way out.  

But in this moment, my inventory held just one item snatched from him:  

[Flame Worm (Bound Item): Allows the use of the Demonic Cult’s secret art ‘Black Flame Technique.’ Caution: Becomes permanently bound upon use and cannot be discarded or traded.]  

The Flame Worm, a bound item from the original story.  

A pitch-black centipede the size of an index finger, it was “bound” in the sense that you “ingested” it into your body to wield the black flames—an essential item for those who favored fire-based abilities.  

With my skeletal body, I couldn’t eat it, and since I had no inner energy anyway, it was utterly useless to me right now—a total dud.  

Still, it was technically an item you carried in your inventory despite being a parasite you kept in your body, so I figured stealing the Flame Worm might dampen his fighting spirit more than stripping him—and cast Snatch.  

And this was the result.  

Without the Flame Worm, he naturally couldn’t use the Black Flame Technique anymore, but who’d have thought he’d burn to death in the flames he’d already conjured?  

It was the combo of “surprise” + “black flames being hard to counter,” but seeing him meet such a simple end left me feeling both hollow and overwhelmingly relieved.  

“Haa…”  

A heavy sigh slipped out unconsciously.  

Relieved that I’d somehow survived yet another day, I slowly turned around.  


And then—  

“Ah.”  

“…Gulp.”  

“Oh… My lord…”  

What came into view were two females staring at me with flushed faces and sparkling eyes.  



 
  
    Chapter 23: Caaak!


 At this moment, she was deep in reflection.  

Unlike her, who had immediately resolved to execute the traitor, her husband-to-be (though not yet) had extended a hand of mercy toward that filthy betrayer.  

There was an age-old truth that betrayers would betray again, yet watching him make such an incredibly dangerous choice, Cheonma couldn’t help but feel a sense of doubt—or perhaps suspicion.  

And that uncle of hers was no ordinary man—he was a master at the peak of the Mystic Realm.  

How could he trust someone like that? If he were struck from behind later, how would he handle it?  

As she watched anxiously, something unexpected happened.  

The despicable uncle, swayed by his persuasion, showed hesitation.  

Though he still seemed to harbor some shred of conscience, displaying a strange discomfort, in the end, he rejected her lord’s precious mercy.  

Perhaps, with the coup having failed, he had lost the will to live.  

Or maybe—just maybe—he truly believed he could defeat her lord.  

Cheonma couldn’t be sure, but she suspected it might be the latter.  

That filthy traitor, Uncle Cheonsu, was after all a master at the peak of the Mystic Realm.  

Even the martial art he practiced, the Black Flame Divine Art, was one of the strongest within the Divine Cult, capable of annihilating an army of ten thousand single-handedly without so much as a scratch.  

No matter how powerful her lord was, if he let his guard down, he could still be in danger.  

But.  

All her speculations, doubts, and worries—  

Were shattered in an instant by what followed.  

Cheonsu, wreathed in black flames that seemed capable of devouring everything, stepped forward.  

Just as he was about to launch his attack, her lord did nothing but watch.  

Amidst the raging flames that could burn all living things in the world, her lord stood motionless like a stone statue—the form of the Deathless Jangshi.  

It didn’t take long for her to realize the meaning behind it.  

—Kuh! Huh…!  

“…Huh?”  

Suddenly, Cheonsu let out a pained groan as the black flames began to consume him—  

The very flames he himself had conjured.  

The martial art he had practiced for decades had turned against its master.  

An impossible situation by common sense—no, an outright impossibility unless controlled through some special means.  

But who was the one standing there?  

Was he not the Deathless Jangshi, an existence that far surpassed human understanding?  

What seemed impossible to their feeble eyes was as natural to him as breathing, as effortless as pulling an object from a pocket.  

‘So that’s why… That’s why my lord showed mercy to that filthy traitor…’  

Betrayal was only possible if one had the capability to do so.  

Back when her father, the former Heavenly Demon, was alive, this uncle had been his most loyal subordinate.  

But against a being like her lord—who might even surpass the former Heavenly Demon—what chance did a mere uncle have of betraying him?  

In truth, it was practically impossible.  

Of course, her lord knew this too. That was why he had extended his hand.  

Strength begets leisure.  

Possessing unfathomable power, he had more than enough virtue to spare even for a peak Mystic Realm master.  

Contrary to expectations of a fierce battle—  

The situation ended in an utterly one-sided, overwhelming execution.  

Amidst it all, her lord let out a deep sigh.  

Undoubtedly, there was regret in it—regret that someone with such useful ability had chosen to refuse his offer and burn to death instead.  

‘Ever since I first saw him… The more I learn, the more he steals this maiden’s heart…’  

He had said that marriage was a grave matter, requiring caution.  

That one shouldn’t buy goods just by looking at the box.  

But after observing him closely all this time, she had only confirmed that his worth far exceeded her initial expectations.  

Strength, wisdom, and even the magnanimity to extend a hand to a traitor—  

Did such a man truly exist in this world?  

The only regret was his Jangshi body, devoid of flesh—she couldn’t be certain if they could have children.  

But even considering that, the feelings she had long held—and now firmly solidified—could not be changed.  

‘Once the sect’s affairs are settled, I’ll have to speak to him properly.’  

Resolving to proceed as quickly as possible after the most urgent matters were dealt with, Cheonma found herself unable to look away from his indifferent figure as he turned toward her.  

***

After Cheonsu’s death, the internal affairs of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult became chaotic for a while.  

Most of those who had followed him were slaughtered, but the cult’s influence had undeniably diminished.  

Restoring it would require considerable time and effort.  

With the elder who had handled administrative affairs and his subordinates now dead, the responsibility naturally fell to none other than the cult’s master—Cheonma.  

“…There’s more?”  

“Yes, Your Holiness. This batch is from Sichuan.”  

“What? If it’s Sichuan, wouldn’t it be faster to send it to the Hundred Thousand Mountains? Why—”  

“They’ve proposed new locations for branch expansion. The matter is time-sensitive, so they beg for Your Holiness’ swift decision.”  

“Sigh…”  

Letting out a heavy sigh, Cheonma unfolded the thick stack of documents.  

Though her body, having reached the pinnacle of martial arts, was far sturdier than most, her mental fatigue piled up relentlessly.  

And the bigger problem was… the real work hadn’t even properly begun yet.  

“How are the preparations for returning to the Hundred Thousand Mountains?”  

“Nearly complete. We’re securing the safest and most discreet route to avoid alerting the Martial Alliance.”  

With the cult in upheaval, Cheonma needed to return to the Hundred Thousand Mountains as soon as possible.  

But Cheonsu’s betrayal and the subsequent purges had severed many of the cult’s established routes across the Central Plains.  

If she moved carelessly now, she risked a repeat of her previous kidnapping by the Silver Spear.  

Of course, the Central Plains were vast, and finding a new path wasn’t difficult—but it would take time.  

That was why Cheonma, who should have left long ago, remained in Liaodong, buried under a flood of urgent matters.  

Even after finishing here, she would be swamped with work upon returning to the Hundred Thousand Mountains.  

‘That damned uncle… To think he’d screw me over like this even in death…’  

Grinding her teeth, she endured the hectic days.  

Meanwhile.  

While she was drowning in endless work,  

The one known as the Deathless Jangshi—though in reality, just a weakling Jangshi—was, for the first time since arriving in this world…  

Enjoying a truly peaceful moment.  


‘Ah… Yes. This is how life should be.’  

Though his skeletal body, full of holes, couldn’t even enjoy a leisurely cup of tea,  

He leaned back in his chair, savoring the rare tranquility.  

No enemies wielding swords, no threats to his life.  

No need to watch his words—in fact, others were the ones watching him.  

So he could relax completely, free of worry.  

Whether Cheonma was suffering under her workload or not wasn’t his concern.  

Right now, he just had to sit back, maintain his imposing aura—or rather, since he had no expression, just sit comfortably and rest.  

Occasionally, he’d skim through the books around him, enjoying a leisurely read.  

Fortunately, whether due to the game’s original setting or not, all the texts were in Korean—or at least appeared that way to him—so reading wasn’t an issue.  

And beside him, Joo Cheong-ha, who had been sticking even closer lately, was the same.  

True to her original setting (and her personal preference), she too enjoyed reading, spending time with him flipping through books.  

“When will this end? I’m getting bored waiting.”  

“You’re noisy. If you’re so impatient, why not help?”  

“You know full well I can’t, don’t you?”  

“Tch.”  

On top of that, she seemed to enjoy needling Cheonma.  

And so, in the peaceful(?) Heavenly Demon Divine Cult branch, he thought to himself, ‘If only every day could be like this…’ as he placed the finished book back on the shelf.  

But then—  

—Caw!  

“…!?”  

In that moment, a certain presence appeared before his eyes.  

A three-eyed crow.  

The moment he recognized it perched by the window near the bookshelf, his nonexistent brows furrowed.  

“No… Don’t tell me…”  

One of the last things he wanted to encounter right now.  

But before he could react—  

“M-My Lord! You must come out at once!”  

“What’s the matter?”  

Chae Gyeong rushed in, nearly stumbling.  

Trembling, he spoke to the bewildered Cheonma and Joo Cheong-ha.  

“M-Monsters! A horde of monsters is heading this way!”  

“What?”  


“How could that—?”  

As Cheonma and Joo Cheong-ha stared in shock,  

A single word reflexively escaped his lips.  

“…Fuck.”  

 



 
  
    Chapter 24: Emperor of the Yokai


The sudden appearance of a horde of monsters.  

Monsters invading human territory wasn’t particularly rare.  

Just as wild beasts like tigers and wolves sometimes encroached on villages, monsters did the same—only stronger, smarter, and capable of cunning schemes.  

In such cases, the usual response would be to prepare for battle, or for fellow monsters like me and Joo Cheong-ha to intimidate or negotiate.  

But the scene before us now was different.  

“That… looks like an imperial envoy, my lord.”  

“I agree. Their attire resembles that of the emperor’s officials, not ordinary monsters.”  

Unlike the usual disorderly mob of armed monsters, these wore gleaming armor and official robes.  

Aside from their animalistic faces—tigers, goats, deer—they looked more like a royal delegation than a monster horde.  

But I already knew who they were.  

Even if I didn’t want to know, having devoured the original story left no room for ignorance.  

Their orderly, imposing presence could only mean one thing—  

“By decree of His Majesty, the Great Sage Equal to Heaven, the Bull Demon King, Emperor of All Monsters—we come bearing the Emperor’s command!”  

“W-what? The Bull Demon King?!”  

The name alone froze everyone in shock.  

Who was the Bull Demon King?  

The pinnacle of the Seven Great Sages, acknowledged as the strongest monster in history.  

While others in the Seven Great Sages had risen and fallen over time, he alone had remained unchallenged since ancient times.  

Even now, his name struck terror across the Central Plains.  

Many called him—  

The Emperor of Monsters.  

No other monster in history had ever dared claim that title.  

And not just in name—he ruled the Seven Great Sages like an emperor.  

So why were his subordinates here?  

Was this a declaration of war?  

A threat? A recruitment attempt?  

With no prior contact, I had no clue—only unease.  

Then—  

“We have heard that the successor to the late Great Sage Wuyong resides here! The new member of the Seven Great Sages, step forward and receive His Majesty’s decree!”  

“…New member of the Seven Great Sages?”  

“It seems they’re here for you, my lord.”  

Joo Cheong-ha looked at me with nervous excitement.  

No, they’re here for YOU.  

I wanted to say it, but couldn’t. Instead, I suppressed my rising panic and spoke.  

“It seems so. Let’s go meet them.”  

With the risk of battle looming, I brought Joo Cheong-ha, Cheonma, and the Silver Spear Jangshi as escorts.  

‘What a pain…’  

***

The Emperor’s Daughter  

Leading the envoy was a monster unlike the others.  

While most had fully bestial heads, she appeared as a human woman—short red hair, clad in black official robes.  

But her massive buffalo horns, cow-like ears, and the crimson flames flickering behind her betrayed her true nature.  

Zhenhuojun Hong Hai’er.  

The Bull Demon King’s youngest daughter and closest confidant.  

She stood with an air of annoyance, utterly disregarding the humans around her.  

To her, even most monsters were nothing but pesky flies.  

‘If it were up to me, I’d sweep these lowly insects aside…’  

But she couldn’t.  

Her reason for coming to this remote corner of Liaodong?  

The new Great Sage.  

The successor to Wuyong, who had recently been slain by humans.  

‘But… what a strange taste. Is this new Sage really mingling with these lowly humans?’  

Skeptical, she pulled out a small mirror from her robes—  

The Jade-Faced Mirror.  

One of the Bull Demon King’s treasures, capable of detecting the unique aura of the Seven Great Sages.  

The signal was faint, like mist, but unmistakably present.  

Then—  

‘Hoh…’  

The atmosphere shifted.  

A group emerged from the humans, and Hong Hai’er’s eyes sharpened.  

‘No need for doubt. That’s the one.’  

Two Jangshi flanking him—both transcendent-level experts.  

A peak-level human standing slightly behind.  

And in the center—  

A skeletal Jangshi, clad in striking robes, his power completely unreadable.  

No question.  

This was the new Great Sage.  

‘They say newly ascended Sages are weak, but… this one doesn’t seem so.’  

With that thought, she strode forward, head held high.  

Even if he was a Great Sage, she had no intention of bowing.  

She was here on the Emperor’s orders—before that authority, even a Sage had to lower his head.  

Exuding arrogance, she addressed the skeletal Jangshi with imperial dignity.  

“So you are the new Great Sage. I am General Xianzai, Hong Hai’er. Loyal servant of His Majesty, the Supreme Emperor of All Monsters, the Bull Demon King—and his only—”  

“You’re noisy.”  

“W-what?!”  

“I said you’re noisy. Even if you serve the Bull Demon King, have you forgotten basic courtesy before a Great Sage?”  

His cold, dismissive tone stunned her.  

No one had ever cut her off like this.  

As the Bull Demon King’s daughter, she was treated like royalty.  


Monsters trembled at her words, even the other Great Sages showed her deference.  

But this Jangshi?  

Not a shred of fear.  

Not a hint of respect.  

If anything, he looked at her like she was beneath his notice.  

And yet—  

‘This… isn’t entirely unpleasant.’  

A strange, fresh feeling.  

His unyielding attitude tugged at something in her chest.  

‘N-no! Now’s not the time—!’  

Forcing her composure back, she spoke sternly.  

“Even so, I am here by His Majesty’s decree. Unless you wish to challenge his authority, I suggest you watch your tongue.”  

A warning, but with a hint of restraint.  

“One chance is all you get. Be careful.”  

The Jangshi sighed softly.  

Relieved he wasn’t pushing further, Hong Hai’er steadied herself.  

“Then I shall deliver His Majesty’s edict. As a monster, you will observe proper protocol.”  

Without protest, the Jangshi knelt respectfully.  


Watching him, Hong Hai’er unrolled the scroll with a strange sense of relief.  

Meanwhile, the Jangshi thought to himself—  

‘…Just like in the original. This temper of hers hasn’t changed at all.’  

To Be Continued.  





 
  
    Chapter 25: Muster


Hong Hai’er.  

I knew her very well.  

As one of the few monster heroines in the original game, she was a character players could either kill or recruit based on their choices.  

With her hybrid cow-human design—complete with horns and a fiery temper—she was wildly popular among players who had a thing for beastfolk or domineering women.  

(Though, despite the “cow” motif, her chest was surprisingly modest.)  

As a fossilized veteran player, I knew exactly how to handle her.  

Rule #1: Stand your ground.  

Having been pampered as a princess her whole life, she had a weakness for dominant personalities. Push back hard enough, and she’d even develop a twisted attraction.  

It was the classic “No one’s ever treated me like this before!” effect.  

But if you acted submissive?  

She’d literally try to enslave you, forcing a fight to the death.  

Of course, this dynamic was designed for the human protagonist—a pretty-faced hero.  

I was a fleshless skeleton Jiangshi.  

Romance? Zero expectations.  

But letting her look down on me would only invite trouble later. So I deliberately matched her arrogance, even though one punch from her would reduce me to bone meal.  

Miraculously, my bluff worked.  

Her attitude visibly softened as she unrolled the Bull Demon King’s decree.  

***  

The Emperor’s Edict  

“By order of His Majesty, the Great Sage Equal to Heaven—you, the Deathless Jiangshi, are summoned to the Flaming Mountains. In these troubled times, the Seven Great Sages must unite. Refuse, and even your status won’t spare you from His Majesty’s wrath.”  

My nonexistent stomach churned.  

‘This is a one-way ticket to hell.’  

I knew the Seven Great Sages intimately—I’d fought them dozens of times in the game.  

The problem?  

I had to walk into their den.  

In this pathetic, fleshless body.  

If they saw through my act, I’d be boiled into bone broth before I could blink.  

But refusing?  

That might be even worse.  

As I agonized, Cheonma and Joo Cheong-ha chimed in with sparkling eyes:  

“What an opportunity! This will cement your reputation among the monsters!”  

“My lord, uniting with the Seven Great Sages is crucial for your grand ambitions!”  

Grand ambitions? I have none.  

But trapped by their expectations, I forced out a reply:  

“…Understood. I’ll attend.”  

(Translation: I’ll drag my feet until the heat death of the universe.)  

The Flaming Mountains were remote. With Central Plains’ “reliable” transportation, I could blame delays on “traffic” forever.  

But then—  

“Excellent. We leave now.”  

“Wait, I need to pack—”  

“No need.”  

Hong Hai’er smirked and snapped her fingers.  

Her subordinates drew a massive formation on the ground—a five-chariot array.  

Then, with a drop of her blood, the ritual activated.  

‘Oh no.’  

Crimson flames erupted, swirling like a storm. Unlike the Black Flame’s stillness, this fire was violent, distorting space itself.  


This was the Samadhi True Flame—a fire that could incinerate realms.  

And at its center, a portal tore open.  

“The gate is ready. His Majesty awaits.”  

‘…Goddammit.’  





 
  
    Chapter 26:  A place where even passing dogs are dangerous


“Haa… damn it…”

In front of me was a door blazing fiercely with flames. 

Staring at it, as if it were proclaiming with vivid clarity that there was no time to dawdle, I couldn’t help but mutter a quiet curse under my breath.

“How the hell does a spell that only appeared once in the original story show up like this…?”

Regardless, accepting the harsh reality that there was no longer anywhere to retreat, I turned to Ju Cheong-ha, who stood behind me, and spoke.

“Let’s move.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Uh… sir, what about me…?”

“You still have plenty of tasks to handle, don’t you? I’ll leave the Holy Spear Jangshi with you, so use it when needed.”

“Ugh… understood, sir.”

After all, as soon as things here were settled, the Heavenly Demon had to head straight to the Hundred Thousand Mountains. 

If she tagged along with us unnecessarily, it would only pile up her workload and complicate her movements. 

For now, it was better to part ways and reunite later once our respective tasks across different regions were complete.

Leaving the Holy Spear Jangshi as a precaution, I cautiously stepped with Ju Cheong-ha into the blazing inferno of the door.

***

Flame Mountain.

A massive mountain located in the southeastern part of the world. 

If you passed through this place and headed south, you’d reach the famed Tianzhu Kingdom—the birthplace of the Buddha, the very place where, centuries ago, the Tang Dynasty’s Monk Xuanzang journeyed to retrieve sacred Buddhist scriptures.

Ironically, the fact that Flame Mountain, one of the key gateways to Tianzhu, had become the stronghold of demons was nothing short of absurd.

At the foot of Flame Mountain lay a city: Basho Cave, the capital of the Rakshasa Demon Kingdom.

Geographically, it was said to be part of the nearby Cuiyun Mountain, but since Cuiyun Mountain itself fell under the administrative domain of Flame Mountain, making such distinctions was largely meaningless.

Basho Cave, a sprawling city centered around the Rakshasa Palace, the residence of the Ox Demon King.

Home to hundreds of thousands of demons, this place was typically a bustling capital befitting a nation. 

Recently, however, an unsettling atmosphere had been hanging over it.

“Did you see it? That Chaos Heaven Great Sage, the Roc Demon King, who came from the north not long ago.”

“Ugh… don’t even mention it. Just thinking about it gives me chills. I saw with my own eyes a spider demon who carelessly passed by him get torn limb from limb.”

“Still, compared to the Strange Great Sage, King Shatuo, he was tame. Didn’t that one devour a centipede demon chef alive right on the spot just because he didn’t like the food?”

“Ugh… no matter how you look at it, nothing good ever comes from getting tangled up with the Seven Great Sages.”

“Those two may have the worst reputations, but honestly, if you rub any of the others the wrong way, you’re just as likely to pay a heavy price.”

Lately, the Seven Great Sages had been gathering one by one in Basho Cave. 

However, for the residents living here, the arrival of such high-ranking figures was anything but welcome.

Each of the Seven Great Sages, with their immense power, was arrogant and ferocious to varying degrees. 

Wherever they went, incidents—ranging from mere assaults to, in severe cases, loss of life—followed in their wake.

Yet, in the world of demons, where might was right and law, no one dared openly oppose such actions.

In the end, the only option was to keep your head down and avoid trouble if you didn’t want to witness something ugly.

And so, with the death of the Old God Great Sage, Wu Yong, the already somber atmosphere had sunk even deeper into the abyss. 

The lower-ranking demons living here, hoping for this so-called summit to end as soon as possible, whispered their frustrations about the grim situation among themselves.

At that moment—

“! Huh? That person…”

“Isn’t that Princess Hong Hai’er?”

“But who are those people…?”

Anyone living in Basho Cave would recognize her: Princess Hong Hai’er, the daughter of the Ox Demon King.

Though she had an arrogant personality, her unexpectedly bold and generous side earned her a degree of favor among the demons. 

But at this moment, the demons’ attention wasn’t on Princess Hong Hai’er—it was on those accompanying her.

A skeleton Jangshi clad in ornate robes, with a talisman affixed to its forehead.

And a female Jangshi following one step behind.

Though they were unfamiliar faces, the demons here could easily guess their identities.

“That must be the new Great Sage.”

“The Old God Great Sage, Wu Yong, was a Jangshi too, wasn’t he? But this one feels… different.”

“I don’t know for sure, but it’s clear he’s no ordinary figure. Getting involved with him could be dangerous.”

The skeletal face, devoid of flesh, and the quiet, burning red glow in its eyes made it impossible to discern any expression. 

Yet, there was an undeniable air of unapproachable majesty emanating from the figure.

And so, the skeleton Jangshi began to draw the fearful gazes of the demons passing by.

But at that moment, the Jangshi in question—

***

Talmyeong Jangshi could only feel his insides burning with anxiety.

“Hah… I expected as much, but the level here is on par with the original story…”

Arriving unexpectedly in Basho Cave.

Though it appeared to be an ordinary village at first glance, this was, without a doubt, the final field of the demon-extermination route in the original story.

As the final area, the average level here was the highest compared to any other region in the original work.

Even the ordinary demons wandering the streets were above level 40.

Armed demons had an average level in the 50s.

Heck, even the stray dogs and cats roaming the streets were hitting level 30.

And Talmyeong Jangshi? 

He was so pathetically weak that he couldn’t even beat a random dog passing by.

Half out of his mind, wondering how he’d ended up in such a den of monsters, Talmyeong Jangshi could only maintain his silence and keep walking forward.

Of course, with his skeletal face held high and his silent stride, not a hint of his inner turmoil was visible.

To onlookers, this scene exuded the unique arrogance and unapproachable majesty of someone proclaiming, “I am a Great Sage.”

Drawing both fear and curiosity from the demons with every step, Talmyeong Jangshi and Ju Cheong-ha arrived at a guest annex near the imperial palace, guided by Hong Hai’er.

“It’ll take some time for the other Great Sages to gather. Stay here until then.”

“Understood. Thank you for your consideration.”

“…Alright.”

With a brief farewell, Hong Hai’er closed the door and left.

***

“…Hoo.”

A heavy sigh escaped Ju Cheong-ha’s lips.

She had been trying her best to hide it, but ever since arriving in Basho Cave, Ju Cheong-ha had been on edge the entire time.

And understandably so—this place could turn into enemy territory at any moment, depending on the situation. 

With the average level of even the wandering demons being so high, there was no room to let her guard down.


Still, the fact that there hadn’t been any major issues so far was a relief.

Feeling a deep sense of reassurance, Ju Cheong-ha couldn’t help but marvel once again at her lord, Talmyeong Jangshi, who hadn’t shown even the slightest hint of unease since arriving here.

Is this the composure of the truly powerful…? 

Well, if my lord so wished, he could reduce this entire city to ashes in an instant…

For someone like her, who was only moderately skilled, this place might be daunting. 

But for a being with overwhelming power like her lord, there was no reason to feel fear, no matter how strange the environment.

Feeling her loyalty to her lord swell even further, Ju Cheong-ha spoke cautiously.

“It seems we have a bit of time. What would you like to do? Perhaps exploring the area wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

“…For now, let’s rest. I have some things to think about.”

“Understood. If that is your will, my lord.”

Her lord’s response suggested he was preparing for the upcoming meeting.

While she didn’t know the details, conversations among such high-ranking figures were bound to involve complex negotiations or disputes over interests.

Her lord was likely deliberating on how to handle these matters.

Filled with anticipation about how her lord would present himself among the Seven Great Sages, Ju Cheong-ha quietly began flipping through some books placed in the room.

At that moment—

Knock, knock, knock.

“!”

“…Who’s there?”

A sudden knock at the door.

Caught off guard by the unexpected presence she hadn’t sensed, Ju Cheong-ha felt a wave of alarm.

But her lord, still perfectly composed, turned his gaze toward the door.

And then—

Bang!

“Hey there~ Mind if I barge in? I heard there’s a new Great Sage here!”

The door flew open with a sharp sound.

The moment Ju Cheong-ha saw who stepped inside, she instinctively started to rise from her seat.

But—

“Stay still. This isn’t someone you can handle.”

“…Yes, understood.”

Heeding her lord’s warning, Ju Cheong-ha sat back down.

Her lord then spoke in a calm, quiet voice, addressing the demon who had appeared before them.

At first glance, the figure resembled a human woman, but she had a long brown tail and furry ears reminiscent of a monkey rather than a human. 


A golden band adorned her head.

Staring at this female demon, her lord said,

“You’re playing a boring prank, Great Sage of the Heavens.”

To be continued…





 
  
    Chapter 27: You be my colleague.


Great Sage of the Heavens, Mihuwang.

A demon who forms one of the Seven Great Sages, but in terms of hierarchy, she is the youngest among them.

However, this is merely a matter of rank. 

In reality, her fame is among the highest of the Seven Great Sages.

And for good reason—the being from whom the title of Great Sage of the Heavens derives is none other than the most famous monkey in the world: Sun Wukong.

It is even said that Sun Wukong once fought the Ox Demon King to a stalemate, so while her rank may be the lowest, her combat prowess could be considered among the top one or two of the Seven Great Sages.

But that’s only within the context of the original Journey to the West.

Here, the Great Sage of the Heavens is not Sun Wukong.

Though she is a monkey demon like him, the original Sun Wukong, like the other Seven Great Sages, died long ago. 

This one is merely his reincarnation or successor, not the same individual by any means.

And in terms of combat strength, she ranks as the weakest among the Seven Great Sages.

Of course, that doesn’t mean she’s an opponent I can take lightly in my current situation.

In the original story, the Great Sage of the Heavens, Mihuwang, is level 84, mid-stage Mysterious Realm.

She’s weaker than Cheonsu, whom I managed to defeat by sheer luck before, but in an actual fight, she’d be an even trickier opponent than him.

Unlike Cheonsu, who fights head-on with brute strength, her combat style revolves around hit-and-run tactics, laced with deception and psychological warfare.

Just when you think you’ve caught her, she’d say, “What are you looking at? That’s just my clone!”

Or she’d taunt, “Don’t know the pattern? Then you’re gonna get hit!”—all while getting under your skin in the most infuriating way.

The only silver lining is that, for now, she’s closer to an “ally” than an enemy. Still, there’s no denying she’s a troublesome character in many ways.

Even the situation unfolding before me right now is proof of that.

Mihuwang stood in front of me, wagging her tail playfully while sending me a curious glance.

The problem is her current state…

‘I can’t see her level.’

I can see the level of even a passing ant.

Which means the entity standing before me is…

“…A clone?”

“! Hooh, how’d you know? No, wait—guess that’s to be expected from a fellow Great Sage, huh? Still, you figured it out quicker than I thought!”

“…”

Mihuwang’s expression showed a hint of surprise at my unintentional remark.

At the same time, Ju Cheong-ha, standing nearby, also looked startled, but I ignored her for now and focused on Mihuwang (or rather, her clone) as I spoke.

“I’m not fond of these kinds of pranks. If you have something to say, come in person.”

“Hmm… shall I do that, then?”

Poof!

No sooner had she finished speaking than Mihuwang’s clone vanished in a puff of smoke.

Immediately after, with a pop, another figure appeared before us, looking identical to the one from moments ago.

Unlike before, her level—84, exactly as in the original story—was clearly visible. 

No doubt about it, this was the real deal.

Giving off a slightly more excited vibe than before, she looked at my face and flashed a bright, mischievous smile.

“Not bad! Up until now, only one person has ever seen through my clone in an instant. You’re definitely not your average newbie.”

“Did you pull this stunt just to test that?”

“Hehe, well, something like that, but not entirely. So, can we talk more inside?”

Wagging her tail as she spoke, Mihuwang clearly had some scheme in mind. 

But since she wasn’t showing any overt hostility toward me, I permitted her to come inside.

As soon as she entered, Mihuwang plopped down casually, as if she owned the place.

In her relaxed demeanor, which seemed even more at ease than mine despite me having just arrived, I could sense the carefree, unrestrained personality I’d seen in the original story. 

I sat down calmly across from her.

“So, what do you want to talk about?”

“Hehe, I like how straightforward you are! I’m not a fan of beating around the bush either, so let’s get to it.”

With that, Mihuwang extended her hand toward me.

It was a so-called “monkey hand,” but surprisingly delicate, with rather long nails. In a voice tinged with a trace of seriousness, she said,

“Join me. Be my ally.”

“…Ally?”

For a moment, I wondered if this was Sun Wukong or Monkey D. Luffy. Her words sounded like she was about to drag me on a quest for the One Piece.

Looking at her as she threw out this sudden, almost pirate-like proposition, I asked in a calm voice,

“By ‘ally,’ do you mean you want to team up with me?”

“Something like that. More precisely, I’m saying we should be on the same side.”

“Aren’t all the Seven Great Sages of the Central Plains already on the same side?”

In the original story, there was no mention of the Seven Great Sages being at odds with each other.

Sure, there were depictions of minor squabbles, but fundamentally, they were all boss mobs meant to be defeated by the protagonist. There was never any indication of them waging war among themselves.

From that perspective, Mihuwang’s proposal to “be on the same side” raised some questions.

In response to my inquiry, Mihuwang gave a slightly awkward smile before continuing.

“…Hmm. Guess I need to start from the beginning. Makes sense—you’re new, so you wouldn’t know.”

Fiddling with her gently swaying tail, Mihuwang spoke again, this time stripping away the playful demeanor she’d had moments ago.

“On the surface, the Seven Great Sages seem like a unified force, but in reality, we’re split into two major factions. They don’t have official names, but we call them the Radicals and the Moderates.”

This was news I hadn’t heard in the original story.

It seemed to be information only accessible to those on the demon side, not humans. I listened intently.

The Seven Great Sages, a group of the seven most powerful demons passed down through history.

However, since the great war 200 years ago, their forces had split into two opposing factions.

The dividing line? 

Their stance on humans.

The Radicals believed they should march into the Central Plains and subjugate humanity immediately.

The Moderates, on the other hand, saw no need to stir up trouble and preferred to live separately in their own domains, as they did now.

At their core, demons fed on human fear, meaning they couldn’t survive without humans. In other words, the extinction of humans would lead to the extinction of demons, making coexistence inevitable. However, the Radicals took this a step further.

The fear and anxiety lingering among demons due to the scars of the great war.

The worry that another “hero” might rise among humans and attack them someday.

Rather than living in fear of such a possibility, the Radicals argued it would be better to use their power to conquer the Central Plains and place humans under their control.

In essence, the Radicals aimed to turn all of humanity in the Central Plains into livestock.

The Moderates, however, were concerned about the sacrifices such a path would entail and feared that such actions might provoke the rise of yet another hero.

This conflict between the two factions had persisted for ages.

The Ox Demon King, who held the greatest authority, remained neutral, but the tension among the other six demons had continued unabated.


Then, a recent event shook things up.

The death of the Old God Great Sage, Wu Yong, shattered the delicate balance that had persisted despite the factions’ disputes.

Wu Yong, a Radical who had been eager to seize the opportunity to invade the Central Plains, was killed by humans—an event that sent shockwaves through the Seven Great Sages.

The direct and tangible threat of a Great Sage’s death.

This instilled deep unease in the Moderates, who had believed that as long as they kept to themselves, humans would leave them alone.

While the upcoming meeting would reveal the full picture, the overall mood was undeniably shifting toward the Radicals.

And this was a significant concern for those who had long belonged to the Moderate faction, including the Great Sage of the Heavens, Mihuwang, standing before me.

So pressing was her worry that she had come to meet the new Great Sage in person.

“Quite a few have already sided with the Radicals. It’s possible even the Ox Demon King, who’s stayed neutral all this time, is starting to lean their way. And if that happens… even if we oppose it, it’ll inevitably lead to war.”

“…I see.”

Mihuwang spoke with a voice heavy with urgency.

Listening to her, I could roughly piece together how things played out in the original story.

By that point, it had been a long time since the Old God Great Sage’s death.

A similar chain of events likely occurred in the original story, and as Mihuwang feared, it probably culminated in a decision for an all-out war between demons and humans.

The reason factions weren’t mentioned in the original story was likely because the Moderates had been silenced by then.

With the distinction between factions erased and the demons united for a total war against humanity, the result was the situation in the original story.

‘From Ju Cheong-ha’s perspective, there’s no reason she’d side with the Moderates, so the Radicals probably dominated the narrative and sparked the war.’

…?

From my perspective, knowing who she was in the original story, this was only natural.

Having grasped the overall situation, I realized the moment of decision had come.


Would I take Mihuwang’s hand and focus on preventing the war?

Or would I let the great war unfold, as it did in the original story?

It didn’t take long to reach a conclusion.

To be continued…





 
  
    Chapter 28: I’m looking at it


“Hmm…”

Leaving the annex and stepping out onto the street, Mihuwang was immediately joined by two figures who had been waiting outside.

“Big Sister, how did it go?”

“D-Did it… end well?”

On one side was a demon with pig-like ears, long protruding tusks, a muscular, hulking frame, and a rake clutched in one hand. 

Despite her appearance, which hardly suggested femininity, she was undeniably a female demon—Bajie.

On the other side was a slender, timid-looking female demon with glasses, holding a small hammer in one hand—Wujing.

To their questions, filled with both anticipation and concern, Mihuwang replied with a slight smack of her lips, as if disappointed.

“He said he’d give an answer after some thought. Seems like he’s trying to gauge the situation for now.”

“What?! A mere newbie dares to…!”

“Ugh… as expected…”

Bajie erupted in anger, while Wujing nodded quietly, as if she’d anticipated this outcome.

Watching their contrasting yet entirely predictable reactions, Mihuwang casually scratched her ear and spoke.

“Well, let’s keep an eye on things for now. I didn’t expect him to agree right away anyway. By the way, what’s the status of the others?”

“The Roc Demon King and King Shatuo are the same as always. They’re going around with their lackeys, ranting about how they should march in and take the human emperor’s head right now.”

“T-The Horned Demon King hasn’t arrived yet. The Ox Demon King’s side hasn’t shown much reaction either.”

“I see…”

Mihuwang nodded with a heavy expression at her sisters’ reports.

Though she usually carried herself with a lighthearted, playful demeanor, she was taking the current situation very seriously.

An all-out war between demons and humans.

History had already provided the answer to how such a conflict would end.

Her previous life—or rather, the being she considered a distant ancestor—the Great Sage of the Heavens, Sun Wukong.

Back then, the Seven Great Sages were incomparably stronger than they are now.

Sun Wukong and the others had turned the Dragon Palace, the Underworld, and even the Heavens upside down, coming within a hair’s breadth of conquering the world.

Yet, despite their immense power, the demons ultimately lost the war, and Sun Wukong himself was sealed away by the Buddha.

Centuries later, during the Tang Dynasty, Sun Wukong’s seal was broken, but by then, the world had firmly become the domain of humans.

Given this history, attempting to conquer the world again with their current strength—weakened and internally divided—seemed utterly reckless to Mihuwang.

Especially since, just 200 years ago, many of the Seven Great Sages had been wiped out by that Wolf Emperor.

“We have to prevent the war at all costs… especially a preemptive strike by our side. If we’re not careful, all the Seven Great Sages could end up like Wu Yong did.”

“I get what you’re saying, Big Sister. But if that newbie—Talmyeong Jangshi or whatever—turns against us, we’re really screwed. We might end up getting crushed before we even fight the humans!”

“T-That’s true, but… we still have to do what we can.”

If war broke out, those who opposed it would inevitably face disadvantages.

While it might not lead to a full purge, in the chaos of a war where countless lives would be lost, a disadvantage could easily mean a higher chance of death.

Seeing the unease and apprehension in her sisters’ faces, Mihuwang could only hope that this Talmyeong Jangshi would make the right choice.

***

“What do you plan to do, my lord? It seems our decision will greatly impact the situation,” Ju Cheong-ha asked.

“I’ve already made up my mind,” I replied.

“What? Then why did you…?”

Her question was laced with confusion. I toyed with a teacup I couldn’t drink from and answered quietly.

I had sent Mihuwang away, saying I’d think it over.

But in truth, I had already made my decision at that moment.

I just felt the need to observe the situation a bit more before giving a definitive answer.

‘My body’s already pathetically weak as it is… I need to be extra cautious and gather as much information as possible here.’

To make any decision, you need to hear both sides.

“If I gave a clear answer now, it’d be harder to properly hear what the other side has to say. Whether I agree or oppose, revealing our hand means giving the other side a chance to counter accordingly.”

It’s like a fish already caught in a net—whether it’s their net or ours, there’s no need to feed a fish that’s already hooked.

So, the better move was to give an ambiguous response, making the other side reach out to me.

“…I see. I understand your meaning,” Ju Cheong-ha nodded.

“They’re Great Sages, equal to me… or perhaps even stronger. In a situation like this, we need to use everything at our disposal.”

Of course, in reality, I was just a pathetic weakling, but I answered with as much bravado as I could muster and decided to wait patiently.

Having cast the bait, I expected a bite within a few days.

Hopefully, it’d be a decently sized fish—not too big, because if it was, I’d be the one getting eaten.

But then…

“…?”

At some point, Ju Cheong-ha started looking at me with an unsettling gaze.

Even though she was a pale Jangshi, her face seemed to flush, and I got the eerie feeling I was being stared at by a hungry beast.

A strange, almost forgotten sense of fear began to creep up inside me.

‘Wait a second… Now that I think about it, the Heavenly Demon isn’t here, and neither is the Holy Spear Jangshi.’

If she decided to do something to me outright, I had no means of defending myself.

Worse, as a Jangshi, she was immune to my 50% instant-death skill, which only made the creeping anxiety worse.

The decision I came to was…

“Ahem… Well, since we’re here, I might as well take a look around the area. It’s my first time in Basho Cave, after all.”

Of course, that was a blatant lie—I’d been here plenty of times in the original story. But at the same time, it wasn’t entirely false.

Unlike the Basho Cave of the original story, which was practically a warzone, this place felt like a bustling metropolis teeming with life… or rather, demons.

In any case, to diffuse the strange tension, Ju Cheong-ha dropped her odd demeanor and responded politely.

“Understood. I’ll accompany you.”

The fact that the source of my fear was coming along was a bit concerning, but it was still better than being alone with her in an enclosed space.

With that, the two of us stood up and headed outside.

***

At the heart of Basho Cave stood a massive imperial palace.

The stronghold of all the demons in the world and the residence of the demon emperor, the Ox Demon King.

In a room at the center of the palace, one of the few individuals permitted to come and go freely, Princess Hong Hai’er, bowed respectfully as she listened to the figure seated before her.

“Talmyeong Jangshi… That’s truly the name of the one who’s become the new Great Sage?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. I heard it directly from his own mouth.”

“Hmm…”

The figure let out a heavy sound at Hong Hai’er’s words.

Though she felt a twinge of curiosity, Hong Hai’er refrained from asking for details.

“Very well. You’ve done well on your long journey. You may leave.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. Then…”


Something felt off, different from usual.

A sense that things were somehow going awry nagged at her, but Hong Hai’er had no way of knowing what it was.

As far as she was concerned, she had completed her task perfectly, and the figure’s words of praise confirmed as much.

Yet, unable to shake the lingering unease, Hong Hai’er left the room.

Meanwhile, the figure watched her depart.

Seated on the throne permitted to only one demon in the world, the Great Sage Equal to Heaven, Emperor Ox Demon King, sat alone, quietly lost in thought, recalling memories long forgotten.

‘Talmyeong King… Has he truly been resurrected? Or is this merely an impostor using his name?’

The seats of the Seven Great Sages had changed hands many times over the years.

But one figure—Ox Demon King—had never once faced death, from the past to the present.

And in his mind, the memories remained vivid.

Memories of a great demon who had once swept through half the world.

Information about Talmyeong Jangshi.

Though their personal bond hadn’t been particularly close, the massive incidents he had caused began to resurface clearly in his mind.

If such a figure had truly returned…


While the truth would only be revealed in time, if it was indeed the same being from a thousand years ago, Ox Demon King knew it would have a profound impact on the fate of the world.

For better or for worse.

‘It seems… I’ll have to meet him myself.’

To be continued…





 
  
    Chapter 29: Beastly Things


As soon as I left the annex, I continued walking with Ju Cheong-ha by my side.

The streets were teeming with demons.

In a city where not a single human could be seen, there was a certain comfort in not having to worry about prying eyes.

Moreover, seeing the demons I’d only ever observed through a monitor in the original story now moving about in real life was quite striking.

I was taking in the surroundings with a bit of a tourist’s curiosity when something caught my eye.

“Hm?”

A scene that drew my attention.

Ju Cheong-ha and I paused our steps for a moment…

But soon, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of disappointment.

“Ugh…”

“My lord, is something bothering you?” 

Ju Cheong-ha asked.

“…No, it’s nothing.”

Before me was a sizzling skewer being grilled to perfection.

It was just street food, but judging by the long line of demons waiting for it, it seemed quite popular. 

Naturally, my gaze was drawn to it.

“Three portions for Lord Black Tiger!” 

The vendor, a demon with an eagle-like head, called out.

A demon with dark skin and a single horn protruding from its head quickly stepped forward to collect the skewers.

At a glance, it was made from the meat of some unknown beast, but the aroma was absolutely mouthwatering.

Curious, I turned to a nearby demon resembling a horned lizard, covered in small horns, and asked, 

“Excuse me, what kind of meat is that? It looks incredibly popular.”

“What, you don’t know? That’s the famous Imoogi meat! They say it’s made from snakes aged for years, and the taste is out of this world. We’ve been waiting here for over half an hour just for this.”

“I see… Imoogi, huh…”

The way this demon talked about Imoogi meat as if it were some kind of farmed eel was a bit absurd, but in a place crawling with demons, nitpicking every little thing would be pointless.

Part of me wanted to try it, given it was Imoogi of all things, but the reality that I couldn’t eat made the longing all the more bitter.

For someone like me, unable to consume food, it was nothing more than a tantalizing mirage.

Sure, not having to worry about starving was a perk, but as someone who was once human, the inability to satisfy my appetite was a constant source of regret.

‘It’s not like I’m strong in combat either… I can’t even practice martial arts, and the skills I do have are all weirdly defective.’

Feeling renewed frustration at my already frail body and inability to eat, I pushed the disappointment aside and prepared to move on.

But then—

“Next, three portions for… uh… Great Sage Frost King?!”

“…”

“Great Sage, huh? Geez, you always get people like that showing up every now and then,” Ju Cheong-ha remarked with a dumbfounded expression.

Someone had written their name as a “Great Sage.”

There was no way an actual Great Sage would blatantly use such an attention-grabbing title in a place like this.

Ju Cheong-ha assumed it was just some thoughtless demon playing a prank, and I shared her sentiment.

After all, even I, a Great Sage, was doing my best to keep my identity under wraps.

Of course, part of that was because I’m pathetically weak, but even if I weren’t, there’d be no reason to stir up unnecessary trouble.

Wondering what kind of idiot would pull such a lame stunt, I glanced over—

“Let’s go, Ryu-ryeon, Yu-ja.”

“…”

“Uh, y-yes, Frost King.”

A horned demon stepped forward, her face flushed with embarrassment.

Behind her followed a sharp-looking goblin demon, silently holding a weapon.

And behind them was a petite female demon, her appearance entirely snow-white from head to toe, exuding an aura of chilling frost.

There was something oddly familiar about this white demon.

Despite boldly using the title of a Great Sage, she didn’t seem that impressive at first glance…

But when I belatedly noticed the number floating above her head, I couldn’t help but swallow hard.

‘Oh, wow… Level 88… She’s actually a Great Sage.’

This wasn’t some empty boast—it was the real deal.

Between Mihuwang earlier and now this, encountering two—no, three—Great Sages in a single day left me utterly speechless.

‘That aside, Frost King, huh… She was definitely strong, but I didn’t expect this side of her.’

In the original story, the Great Sage of Ventilation, Frost King, had appeared only briefly, with little dialogue.

A snow maiden demon, she could freely manipulate frost and boasted considerable combat prowess as a Great Sage.

Yet, due to her lack of dialogue, she wasn’t particularly popular despite her rather attractive appearance.

Seeing her of all people at a skewer stand like this was nothing short of bewildering.

And Ju Cheong-ha seemed to feel the same.

“W-What… How is an actual Great Sage here…?”

Having tried to gauge the other’s strength, Ju Cheong-ha realized this was no ordinary demon.

In other words, the claim of being a Great Sage wasn’t a bluff.

She had assumed it was just some delusional demon, but to think the real Frost King would show up was beyond her expectations.

As we stood there, reeling from the shock—

“!?”

‘…What?’

Suddenly, Frost King started walking toward us.

Given how much attention she’d already drawn with her earlier antics, her interest in us felt like a heavy burden. 

But there was no way I could just bolt from here.

In the original story, there wasn’t much detail about her beyond combat, but as a Great Sage, she was likely just as volatile as the others. 

One wrong move, and I could end up frozen solid.

Caught in this awkward limbo, unable to act or retreat, Frost King spoke in a quiet voice as she looked at us.

“How surprising. To meet the new Great Sage in a place like this.”

She was looking at Ju Cheong-ha, not me.

Up until now, everyone who saw us together had assumed I was the Great Sage, so this was a refreshing change.

“Uh…”

“Oh, my apologies. Is it you?” 

Ju Cheong-ha’s subtle glance toward me caused Frost King to shift her focus, falling into the same misconception as everyone else.

“This works out well. I was hoping to meet you. Shall we have a cup of tea?”

“…Sure.”


Though I couldn’t actually drink tea in this body, I took her invitation as a sign she had something to discuss and accepted.

We entered a nearby teahouse, a refined establishment with an upscale ambiance.

Leaving her subordinates outside, Frost King and I sat across from each other and began speaking in calm tones.

“Let me formally introduce myself. I am the Great Sage of Ventilation, Frost King. I look forward to working with you.”

“I am the Old God Great Sage, Talmyeong Jangshi.”

I’d never actually been given the title of Old God Great Sage, nor had I officially used the name Talmyeong Jangshi, but that’s how the introduction went.

Frost King smiled faintly and spoke.

“Talmyeong Jangshi… I’ve heard that name before. It belonged to a great demon who caused quite a stir in the Central Plains long ago… Could you be that same being?”

“Maybe, maybe not. You know how it works, don’t you? What happens when a Great Sage meets their end?”

“Of course… But still, there’s something distinctly different about you.”

For a moment, her words made me wonder if she’d somehow figured out I was a fake.

Thankfully, she didn’t seem to dwell on it and continued.

“Well, no matter. There’s a slight oddity, but I can sense the distinct aura of a Great Sage, so there’s no doubt about your identity.”

In truth, that “aura” likely came from Ju Cheong-ha, who’d been by my side all this time and was probably still leaving traces of it, but I wasn’t about to point that out when my life was on the line.

Relieved to have dodged yet another bullet, I relaxed slightly.

“Now, let’s get to the point. Talmyeong Jangshi, what do you think of humans?”

Her question carried a similar undertone to the one Mihuwang had asked earlier.

Knowing full well what it implied, I responded in a calm voice.

“I see them as beasts roaming the mountains.”

“Hooh…!”

Her eyes gleamed faintly at my words.

With her clearly taking the bait, I continued speaking.


***

Author’s Note

Sorry for the delay. Military reserve training got in the way TT

To be continued…





 
  
    Chapter 30: It had to end like this


Frost King.

She had always despised humans.

Though her appearance bore a striking resemblance to humans, this very similarity fueled her deep-seated loathing for them.

Demons, by their nature, are born from the emotions of living beings.

The reason many demons resemble animals is because they are heavily influenced by the emotions associated with those creatures at their birth.

A demon resembling a human, therefore, is one profoundly shaped by human influence—specifically, by their negative emotions.

This was why Frost King instinctively hated humans.

Humans were cunning, vile creatures who preached reason with their words while harboring desires uglier than any beast’s in their hearts.

Because she understood the essence of humans all too well, long before other demons began advocating for war out of fear for the future, she had always desired the destruction of the humans flooding the Central Plains.

To ensure this plan succeeded without issue, she needed to win over the Talmyeong Jangshi sitting before her…

But at this moment, the words that came from his mouth were slightly different from what she had expected.

“Beasts of the mountains…”

A more intriguing description than she’d anticipated.

A faint smile curled at the corners of Frost King’s lips.

She could roughly grasp what the figure before her was trying to say.

‘Mountain beasts can be divided into two types: those that can be tamed by someone’s hand and those that cannot. The former can be raised as livestock and used productively, but the latter often cause harm, big or small, to their surroundings. That said, it’s not as though the latter are entirely useless.’

So-called spiritual creatures—or those that grow into demons—are not born as docile livestock but emerge from fierce struggles in the wilds of mountains and forests.

The inner core of a tame, domesticated animal could never produce a potent elixir.

In response to Talmyeong Jangshi’s words, Frost King gave a quiet smile, taking a sip from the teacup before her.

And then—

“Your words… Can I interpret them to mean you intend to walk the same path as Mihuwang?”

“Interpret it however you like. But while I don’t particularly like humans either, I believe we need to consider whether conquering them outright is the right move. Like it or not, we demons rely on humans as sustenance, don’t we?”

“Hmm…”

Talmyeong Jangshi’s stance seemed to oppose war.

His attempt to persuade her was, in itself, rather impressive.

“Indeed… There’s merit to what you say. For us demons, humans are ultimately inseparable from our existence. Even if we manage to subjugate them, it could end up strangling us in the long run.”

“Then—”

“But even so, war is necessary. Even if it’s a self-destructive move, we cannot allow humans, who grow stronger with each passing day, to be left unchecked. If we don’t prune their branches while we still have the strength, we’ll face losses far greater than what the Wolf King dealt us. Even if we fail, we need to curb the momentum they’ve gained from Wu Yong’s death.”

War isn’t always waged for profit alone.

Sometimes, you must draw your sword to prevent a future catastrophe, even if it means taking losses.

Reaffirming her resolve, Frost King spoke with an even graver expression.

“I understand your concerns, but we have no other choice at this point. Join us. It won’t be easy, but with your help, things will become much smoother.”

Though he might not possess the same power or memories as in the past, this was still Talmyeong Jangshi, who was said to have set half the Central Plains ablaze. 

If she could recruit him, it would be a strategic boon and would make it easier to sway those who had yet to make up their minds.

But if he refused to take her hand…

‘If that happens, the balance of power we’ve managed to shift in our favor could tip back. I can’t let that happen…’

She couldn’t let this unexpected newcomer ruin everything she’d worked for.

Even if it meant some sacrifices, she had no other choice.

With a sense of anxious anticipation, Frost King awaited his response.

And then, Talmyeong Jangshi finally spoke.

“…I cannot support war.”

***

Frost King was clearly trying her best to persuade me.

But no matter what she said, my answer was already set.

‘Am I insane? If I fight, it’s a 100% guaranteed death. Why would I do that?’

Even in the original story, the Seven Great Sages were effortlessly crushed by countless players.

Even if there were no player characters in this world besides me, the demons’ forces were clearly a step below the humans’.

The Martial Alliance was bad enough, but if the Imperial Palace got involved, it would be an utterly unmanageable disaster.

Ignorant of these facts and fueled by baseless confidence, Frost King’s push for war was something I had no choice but to reject.

“You don’t gamble when the odds aren’t clear. I cannot agree to reckless betting when we can’t gauge their strength.”

“…Is that so?”

Frost King’s expression was filled with genuine regret.

Part of me wanted to tell her about the enemy’s strength, but explaining the source of that information would be tricky, so I held back.

Having gathered some information and drawn a clear line, I prepared to stand and leave.

“You’re leaving?” 

Frost King asked.

“There’s nothing more to say.”

Continuing the conversation would only lead to us talking in circles.

Feeling a twinge of regret that I couldn’t reveal everything, I stood and headed for the door.

But then—

“…What a shame. To think it would end like this.”

“…End? What do you—”

Thwack!!!

In an instant, my vision went dark, as if a power outage had struck in the middle of the night.

Before I could even comprehend what it meant, I lost consciousness.

***

“What is the meaning of this?! Release me at once!” Ju Cheong-ha shouted.

Frost King’s subordinates had suddenly restrained her.

Though their cultivation levels were similar, the unexpected ambush left Ju Cheong-ha helplessly subdued.

At that moment, Frost King appeared before her.

With a heavy expression and a cold voice, she spoke.

“Lock this one up somewhere suitable. Release her once this is over.”

“Understood.”

“What does that mean?! Do you know who I am?! I am a subordinate of Talmyeong Jangshi! When he learns of this, he won’t let you—”

“He’s dead. So stop making a fuss and stay quiet.”

“What… What did you say?”

Frost King’s unexpected words caused Ju Cheong-ha’s face to freeze.

“That’s impossible! How could someone like you defeat him—”

“As you can see, I’m a Great Sage, just like him. With a surprise attack, it’s not so strange. I regret having to do this myself.”


“N-No… That can’t…”

Frost King’s demeanor didn’t seem like she was lying.

Overwhelmed by a sense of powerlessness, Ju Cheong-ha felt as if all strength was draining from her body.

‘Is it true…? Could my lord… have fallen so vainly…?’

He was the first being she had come to rely on.

The first to spark a small hope in the corner of her heart.

She didn’t know if that hope could ever be fulfilled, but the mere existence of that feeling had brought her happiness.

Enough to make her forget the “karma” she had carried for so long.

What began as a means to achieve her goal had, at some point, transformed into a desire to simply be by his side, no matter what else happened.

But now…

That was gone.

Her lord.

Her hope.

Her happiness.

And this realization began to ignite a single emotion within her.

It set fire to the “thing” that had long been buried inside her…

“Now, let’s go. Don’t resist and come quietly—Thwack!!!”

In that instant, Ryu-ryeon’s head exploded.

The act was so swift it was barely visible, and a wave of shock spread across Frost King and her subordinates’ faces.

“W-What is—!?”

Before she could finish, Yu-ja’s head was torn off.


As the severed head of her subordinate rolled across the ground, Frost King felt chills run down her spine at the explosive surge of inner energy erupting from Ju Cheong-ha.

Her expression morphed into one of sheer horror.

‘This power… Could it be… a Great Sage?!’

To be continued…





 
  
    Chapter 31: Come with me


Great Sage Ju Cheong-ha.

She had always craved power.

The power to do what she wanted.

The power to achieve what she had long desired…

The power to enact what she called “revenge.”

But at this very moment,

Even though she had finally grasped the power she had so desperately sought,

Ju Cheong-ha felt not an ounce of joy.

All she felt was a profound emptiness.

And a vivid, searing anger toward the being standing before her.

Overwhelmed by a heavy, dreadful sensation, as if she had plummeted into the depths of an abyss,

She began to slowly approach the one who stood there, visibly shaken by her presence.

The one who had taken her most precious thing—Frost King.

***

“…”

Intimidated by Ju Cheong-ha’s menacing aura, Frost King instinctively took a step back.

But she quickly regained her composure and began to draw upon her inner energy.

How could this woman, who had only been on par with her subordinates, suddenly unleash the distinctive power of a Great Sage? 

The question gnawed at her, but the answer was surprisingly easy to deduce.

“You’ve… inherited it,” Frost King said. 

“In such a short time, and of all people, you.”

It was an astonishing coincidence, but not entirely impossible.

When a Great Sage, whose name is erased from the Book of Life and Death, dies, their soul wanders the nine heavens before entering the body of a suitable demon to be reborn.

That body could be in Basho Cave,

In Tianzhu, or perhaps in Nanjing or Liaodong.

In that sense, the woman before her—this subordinate of Talmyeong Jangshi—having inherited the power of her deceased master was an extraordinarily slim possibility, but not an impossible one.

“But… what a pity. To think I’d have to kill a reborn Great Sage twice in a row.”

There was no way this woman would heed the words of the one who had killed her master.

Unlike Talmyeong Jangshi, with whom rational conversation had been possible, this woman would stop at nothing to obstruct or kill her.

To eliminate this threat, Frost King immediately assumed a combat stance.

The strength she sensed from her opponent was equal to her own.

But a fledgling Great Sage, freshly awakened, couldn’t possibly wield that power with proficiency.

It would take time for the soul to fully adapt to its new vessel.

From that perspective, there was no reason she could lose to this woman.

Whoosh!

Frost King charged at Ju Cheong-ha, her body radiating icy frost.

Yet, despite the chilling aura, her opponent closed the distance instead of retreating.

Seeing the young Jangshi rushing forward with elongated claws, a cold smile crept across Frost King’s lips.

‘Foolish girl. To attempt close combat against me without a weapon.’

Though she ranked in the middle among the Great Sages, when it came to close-quarters combat, almost no one in the world could best her.

Her frost, at the peak of the Mysterious Realm, could turn anyone it struck into a block of ice.

Even if an opponent dodged her attacks and landed a blow, merely touching her body, cloaked in extreme cold, would sap their heat instantly, rendering them combat-incapable.

To face her, one would need to wield intense flames or avoid close combat altogether.

Swinging a fist recklessly would only result in it freezing solid and shattering.

Even the steel-hard claws of a Jangshi would fare no better.

Sneering inwardly at this reckless woman who didn’t know her place, Frost King ignored the incoming strike and prepared to plunge a frost-laden fist into the foolish girl’s heart—

Crack!!!

“…Huh?”

In the next moment,

A sudden, burning sensation.

It was…

Ju Cheong-ha’s claws, piercing through the frost enveloping her neck.

Frost King’s face froze in utter disbelief at this unforeseen turn of events.

How?

Her entire body was cloaked in subzero frost, forged by her ice techniques.

This extreme cold could shatter even steel with ease.

No matter how sharp a blade, it would freeze and break like a brittle icicle the moment it touched her icy aura.

The same should apply to a Jangshi’s claws.

Even if those claws were reinforced with the sword aura of a Great Sage…

Especially since they were still so incomplete, piercing her ice techniques should have been impossible.

‘How… How could these mere claws breach my ice…?!’

Then, she belatedly registered the sensation.

Flames wreathed around the Jangshi’s claws.

Not ordinary fire techniques.

Something Frost King had never seen before.

Something that devoured even her frost.

Black flames.

Unlike any fire she had ever encountered, these pitch-black flames were strange and utterly alien.

Starting from her neck, they rapidly consumed her entire body.

“Guh… Hah… Urgh…!”

There was no time to react.

No chance to counterattack.

Not even an opportunity to pull the claws out.

Even the inner energy she desperately unleashed was swallowed whole by the black flames, fueled by the immense power unique to a Great Sage.

In the face of this perfect, devastating strike,

Frost King, a Great Sage who had lived for over 200 years, vanished into nothingness.

***

Before Ju Cheong-ha’s eyes, Frost King disintegrated.

She had killed one of the Seven Great Sages, yet at this moment, not a shred of joy stirred in her heart.


There was only one emotion.

Sorrow.

And despair.

Staring at the black flames still flickering at her fingertips, that feeling grew even stronger.

The first and final gift her lord had given her.

A secret technique of the Demonic Sect, handed to her with the words that it would suit her better than him.

Thanks to this power, she had avenged her lord’s death, but even so, her heart was filled only with emptiness.

“I heard that revenge would bring relief…”

The lingering chill on her hands.

The cold sensation she felt despite shielding herself with the black flames.

And the blood staining them.

Yet,

The sensation that signaled her enemy’s death…

It only deepened her sense of loss.

“What is this… This… This doesn’t feel relieving at all…”

Tears began to well in her eyes.

Even though she was a dead Jangshi,

The sorrow that pierced her so vividly,

The regret that consumed her,

Forced the few remaining tears in her body to spill forth.

Endlessly calling out to the one she could no longer reach…

“Sniff… Sob… My lord… My lord… I… This girl…”

“Do you have something to say to me?”

“?!”

At that moment, a voice rang in her ears.

The voice she thought she’d never hear again.

Fearing it might be a hallucination born of her desperate longing, Ju Cheong-ha began to tremble.

The fear that her yearning for her lord had conjured a mere illusion.

Yet, even if it was an illusion,

If she could just see him one more time, with that desperate hope, Ju Cheong-ha slowly turned her head.

“Ah…”

A voice slipped from her lips unbidden.

There he stood.

The one who had left her with such immense regret.

The one who meant more to her than anything in the world…

“My… My lord…”

With a trembling voice, Ju Cheong-ha called out to him, rising from her seat.

Praying that if this was a dream, it would never end,

She approached the figure standing before her.

And then—

“My lord!”

With all her strength, she threw herself into his embrace.

His body, devoid of flesh or warmth, felt warmer and more comforting than anything in the world.

“You’re… alive… My lord… You’re really…”

“Did you think I’d die so easily? Don’t be ridiculous.”

“My lord… My lord…”

It was as if she had returned from hell to paradise.

Overwhelmed by intense, uncontrollable joy, Ju Cheong-ha savored the happiness of this moment.

Vowing never to let go again.

Resolving never to lose what truly mattered by being distracted by meaningless things.

***

‘Phew… I really thought I was done for.’

I had been ambushed out of nowhere by Frost King.

It was true that she had killed me, but I managed to revive in a way even I hadn’t anticipated.

The reason? 

None other than Ju Cheong-ha, standing before me.

For some reason, she had reached level 89, close to her strength in the original story, and it was thanks to her that I was back.

Ju Cheong-ha, a Great Sage and the strongest Jangshi in the original story.

She possessed a unique ability:

The power to infinitely resurrect Jangshi below level 40 in her vicinity.

According to the lore, the deathly aura emanating from her body could bring Jangshi back to life. 

In the original story, this meant players had to deal with endlessly reviving low-level Jangshi mobs while fighting her, which increased the difficulty of her encounter.

Those Jangshi were weak on their own, but their constant reappearance as meat shields or distractions was a key factor in her challenge.

Well… thanks to that, I’m alive again, so I suppose I should be grateful.

‘That said… it looks like she caused quite a mess while I was briefly dead.’

The remains of Frost King and her subordinates littered the ground.

It seemed Ju Cheong-ha, enraged by my death, had gone on a rampage.

Since they struck first, we had every right to retaliate, but this wasn’t something that could be brushed off lightly.

Feeling a headache coming on as I processed the situation, I was interrupted.

“My lord… I have something to say.”

“…What is it?”

Ju Cheong-ha spoke with a serious tone.

Looking at me with a hint of curiosity, she said in a resolute voice,

“Will you leave with me? Forget everything else… Just the two of us.”

“?!”


An unexpected declaration of… love? 

Elopement?

Faced with her proposal, backed by her overwhelming level 89 strength, I found myself momentarily at a loss for how to respond.

To be continued…





 
  
    Chapter 32: But this moment


‘Huh? What’s this all of a sudden?’

Ju Cheong-ha’s abrupt declaration of eloping together caught me off guard.

Seeing my bewildered expression, she spoke with a voice filled with earnest longing.

“Through this ordeal, I’ve come to realize what truly matters most in my life.”

Her eyes burned with intensity as she continued, still clinging tightly to me, her words dripping with sincerity.

“Even after obtaining the power I’d always desired, even after achieving the revenge I sought, the end was nothing but emptiness. All I felt was hollowness. Those trivial things pale in comparison—a hundred, a thousand times less important than what truly matters. And that is you, my lord. The moments spent with you, Talmyeong Jangshi, are more precious to me than anything in the world.”

“Uh… Is that so? I’m… grateful for your words.”

Her words were overwhelming, but I nodded in acknowledgment.

In the face of her fiery gaze, I didn’t dare object.

“Nothing else matters anymore. I don’t want to lose you to these conflicts again, nor do I want to waste time on meaningless pursuits. So, my lord, please, will you leave with me? Abandon grand ambitions or whatever else—please, just be with me…”

Her plea was laced with such desperate sincerity.

At first, it threw me off, but upon reflection, it wasn’t such a bad idea.

‘So far, I’ve survived by sheer luck, but if I keep getting tangled in these messes, one misstep like earlier could blow my head off.’

Thanks to Ju Cheong-ha’s special ability, I’d managed to revive, but that was pure luck.

If I were to be killed while separated from her, I’d likely be sent straight to the afterlife.

Especially since earlier, I was lucky it was a demon who got me. 

If a monk or Taoist had purified my corpse, I’d be completely done for.

Since I’d already established a connection with the Heavenly Demon Sect, quietly slipping away wasn’t a bad option.

Let the Martial Alliance and the Seven Great Sages fight it out among themselves.

I’d already faked my death to the Martial Alliance, so if I disappeared now, no one would come looking for us.

With Ju Cheong-ha’s strength, she could likely refuse any forced summons from the other Great Sages, like the one that dragged us here.

With that, I resolved to live a quiet, leisurely life in seclusion, as I’d originally intended.

Turning to Ju Cheong-ha, who was looking at me with hopeful eyes, I said,

“…Very well. Let’s do it.”

***

“Ah!”

Ju Cheong-ha had made her desperate plea to her lord.

But even as she spoke, she wasn’t certain he would agree.

Hadn’t he been working toward his grand ambitions all this time?

Urging him to abandon everything might be seen as a grave disrespect.

She had come to realize, through this ordeal, that her lord was more precious to her than anything else, but there was no guarantee he would value her above his ambitions.

Yet, perhaps her earnestness had reached him.

In the end, her lord granted her request.

He chose to forsake his grand plans.

To live a quiet, peaceful life with her.

The realization that he had chosen her—a single person—over conquering the world filled her with overwhelming joy.

In a flood of happiness, Ju Cheong-ha clung to her lord even tighter.

It was only after a considerable time that she released his body, which had nearly been crushed.

***

“They’re gone?” 

“Y-Yes, Your Majesty. They left only a letter instructing us not to search for them…”

Hong Hai’er stammered, struggling to continue.

But through the details of the events, he—Ox Demon King—could clearly discern Talmyeong Jangshi’s intentions.

If Talmyeong had simply left without doing anything, Ox Demon King might have taken it as a slight to his authority and pursued him or taken other measures.

But Talmyeong’s actions before departing—

Killing Frost King, a fellow Great Sage—spoke more clearly than a thousand words ever could.

‘He’s declaring he’ll never support a preemptive strike against the humans…’

Frost King had been the de facto leader of the Radical faction.

Her sudden death had shaken the Radicals, who advocated for war with the humans, to their core.

Conversely, the Moderates, led by Mihuwang, had gained significant momentum.

What clearer declaration of opposition to war could there be?

Though Talmyeong Jangshi could no longer be found in Basho Cave, Ox Demon King had no intention of chasing him down or forcing him to attend the summit.

‘Frost King’s death is not only a refusal to join the war but also a warning not to bother him further. Killing a fellow Great Sage without hesitation carries that meaning as well.’

A solitary, resolute, and utterly ruthless approach.

Reflecting on the outcome, Ox Demon King recalled the past, a wry smile forming unbidden.

‘Indeed… This is just like a thousand years ago. Of course, Talmyeong King, this is exactly how you’d handle things.’

He had briefly considered meeting Talmyeong to gauge his true nature, but there was no need for that now. Among those Ox Demon King knew, only Talmyeong Jangshi would handle matters in such a way.

With that, he decided to withdraw his interest from this old acquaintance—no, to be honest, a figure who inspired more unease than nostalgia—as Talmyeong desired.

Ox Demon King reached his conclusion.

“There will be no war. If they attack us, we’ll repel them, but that’s all. Inform the other Great Sages as well.”

“Understood, Your Majesty.”

With the tide having turned, Ox Demon King accepted the decision willingly.

But at the time, he didn’t realize—

The consequences his choice would bring.

***

The decision to focus on thorough defense in their stronghold rather than a reckless offensive.

In warfare, attacking is inherently more difficult than defending. 

When forces are evenly matched, the side that strikes first is far more likely to lose.

In another world—referred to by some as the “original story”—

The Seven Great Sages, following Frost King’s advice to attack, suffered an irreversible defeat.

But in this world, Frost King died before the war could even begin.

The ripple effect even swayed Ox Demon King, who had been wavering, to commit to defense.

Had there been a “protagonist” like in the original story, the situation might have unfolded differently.

But this world had no human protagonist.

The closest thing to a protagonist wasn’t even human and had vanished after refusing to aid the Martial Alliance, let alone avoiding outright hostility.

And the result…

In the middle of a vast clearing under a blue sky stood Master Xuanzang.

Surrounded by high monks of Shaolin, sect leaders of the righteous martial clans, and numerous hidden masters gathered in this place.

Using his inner energy to amplify his voice, Xuanzang shouted,


“Valiant warriors of the martial world! I am deeply moved by your lofty spirit and courage! Now, we shall drive out those wicked demons and restore peace to the world!”

Tens of thousands of Martial Alliance warriors stood before the platform.

Most were third- or second-rate novices, with the true fighting force numbering only a few hundred, but the sheer number of warriors gathered in one place was historically unprecedented.

They had assembled under the Martial Alliance’s decree to completely eradicate the Seven Great Sages.

In essence, they had mobilized nearly the entire future potential of the Central Plains’ martial world.

Addressing them, Master Xuanzang continued his impassioned speech.

“They are strong! But no matter how mighty a demon, they are nothing but feeble fiends before the Buddha and the path of justice! We shall become the Buddha’s staff and His Majesty the Emperor’s sword, sweeping them away!”

His declaration roused their spirits.

To be honest, invoking the Emperor’s name was mere lip service, but neglecting to mention it could cause trouble later, so Xuanzang greased his speech accordingly.

“Woooah!!!”

“Long live the Martial Alliance!”

“Long live His Majesty the Emperor!”

“Let’s wipe out the demons!”

The warriors responded with fervent cheers.

Among them were not only righteous sect members but also some covertly involved evil sect warriors. 

Yet, at this moment, a single shared thought united them all:

Kill the demons.

What followed—honor, wealth, power—varied from person to person, but for now, they were of one mind and purpose.

“Now, let’s go! Uproot the demons and restore peace to the world!”

With Xuanzang’s final words, the warriors of the martial world began to move.


They marched boldly, aiming for a victory that would be etched in history.

But this moment would not be recorded as a triumph.

The Martial Alliance’s coalition, exhausted from a long-distance expedition before the battle even began,

Was utterly decimated, as if it were a lie, by the Seven Great Sages, who had secured advantageous terrain and focused solely on defense.

To be continued…



 
  
    Chapter 33: This is Life(Complete)


“In the end, the demons won. Master Xuanzang and the other masters were annihilated, and few among the remaining warriors survived.”

“As expected, my lord’s foresight came true. If the demons had clumsily launched an attack, the outcome would have been reversed.”

“…Is that so?”

Ju Cheong-ha spoke in a calm voice,

While the Heavenly Demon spoke with an excited tone.

Listening to their reports, now adorned with hairpins unlike in the past, I maintained a neutral expression… but inwardly, I was utterly shocked.

‘What… They lost? In the original story, the Martial Alliance had a 100% win rate!’

In the original story, there were some branching paths, and depending on the choices, the righteous sects or the evil sects could emerge victorious.

But no matter which path was taken, the demons always met their downfall.

The Seven Great Sages were invariably wiped out.

Even Ox Demon King, who had never fallen before, was defeated, causing the demons to lose their center and scatter.

Though new Great Sages would eventually rise, they would be greatly weakened without their foundational forces, unable to reclaim their former glory.

Meanwhile, the protagonist, having played a pivotal role in annihilating the Seven Great Sages, would earn the respect of all, becoming a hero revered by both righteous and evil sects alike—that was the original story’s ending.

But in this world, whether because I, the supposed “protagonist,” sided with the demons and stayed out of the war,

Or because I killed Frost King, the Radical faction’s leader,

The war ended in a complete victory for the demons, who had focused entirely on defense.

Honestly, I never imagined the Martial Alliance would get that thoroughly crushed just because of what I did.

‘Well… from our perspective, it’s not exactly bad news.’

With that thought, I glanced at Ju Cheong-ha and the Heavenly Demon, who were clinging closely to my sides.

Originally, I had planned to live quietly in seclusion with Ju Cheong-ha, hidden away in some remote mountain in the Central Plains.

As Jangshi, we didn’t need food or water, and our bodies were barely affected by sleep or the need for warmth.

Plus, with Ju Cheong-ha’s combat prowess, she could easily fend off most threats.

I had been fully prepared to disappear from the world without anyone’s interference,

But our plans were derailed when the Heavenly Demon tracked us down to the remote valley where we’d just settled.

Apparently, she had followed the trace of the Flame Insect’s energy in Ju Cheong-ha’s body or something like that.

Thankfully, the Heavenly Demon respected my desire to avoid getting entangled in “this filthy world’s affairs.”

But she earnestly pleaded, “You don’t have to do anything else—just stay with me,” and I had no choice but to follow her to the Hundred Thousand Mountains.

I didn’t know about others, but the Heavenly Demon would eventually surpass even Ju Cheong-ha in strength.

In the original story, they were the final boss and mid-boss, respectively, so the gap in their potential was inevitable.

If I kept rejecting her in this situation, where she was determined to stick to me,

Or if I tried to push her away by force, I risked facing retribution from an even stronger Heavenly Demon later.

Moreover, Ju Cheong-ha also suggested that rather than living in some rundown place, it would be better to have a proper backing.

Perhaps because she had been the one to propose eloping first, and because she had benefited from the Demonic Sect’s secret technique of Black Flames, she felt a sense of debt.

As a result, I ended up staying by the Heavenly Demon’s side, doing absolutely nothing.

She didn’t assign me any tasks, and my role was simply to be pampered in the grand residence she provided.

It sounds a bit odd to say, but I felt a bit like a decorative piece.

‘Well, to be fair, that alone is a win for the Heavenly Demon.’

My reputation had already spread widely within the sect.

The one who took down the Great Elder in a single blow.

And more recently, a monster among monsters who allegedly defeated a Great Sage without a scratch.

Of course, the former was true enough, but the latter was Ju Cheong-ha’s doing, not mine.

Still, that’s how the rumors portrayed me, both inside and outside the sect.

Even just sitting there, looming behind Ju Cheong-ha, my presence alone would make others instinctively submit to the young and still inexperienced Heavenly Demon.

Since I had no intention of getting involved in their affairs, I didn’t bother addressing these misconceptions,

And thanks to that, I could live comfortably in this leisurely environment, quite satisfied with my situation.

There was, however, one minor issue.

“Hmm… Is there really no way? A way for me to bear my lord’s child…”

“There’s a tale in an ancient text about the dead conceiving children through intercourse, but… I’m not sure how it would work in practice.”

The “marriage” had been half voluntary, half coerced.

Since I had accepted Ju Cheong-ha’s elopement proposal, it was already half-decided, and the process unfolded naturally. 

The Heavenly Demon, upon finding us, also requested marriage, as she had long hinted.

Officially, Ju Cheong-ha was the primary wife, and the Heavenly Demon was the concubine, but unlike their earlier bickering, their relationship had settled into a surprisingly orderly dynamic after the marriage, except in certain situations.

The problem was that they were now pondering how to have a child with me, a literal skeleton.

And, just for the record, I actually knew the solution to this.

In the original story, there was an item related to this.

Among the quests the protagonist could undertake, there was one where a widow from a prominent family sought a secret elixir that would allow the dead to engage in intercourse to continue her family’s lineage.

The item obtained was unusable in gameplay, existing only in the lore,

But in the story, the widow successfully used it to conceive a child with a corpse so decayed it was nearly skeletal.

Some players speculated she had just slept with another man and lied about it, but the developers confirmed the elixir was real, and the widow had indeed remained faithful.

If I used that elixir, I might be able to… do the deed.

But for now, I had no intention of seeking it out.

I knew exactly where it was,

But more importantly, while I wasn’t busy, the world around me was in such chaos that stirring this up could cause unnecessary trouble for others in the sect.

Especially for the Heavenly Demon, who was currently preoccupied with gradually swallowing up the Central Plains.

The Martial Alliance and the evil sects, having recklessly challenged the demons, had been utterly crushed, their souls stripped bare.

Though the sect had suffered some losses during the purge of the Great Elder, the Heavenly Demon Sect, which had stayed out of the war with the demons, munching on proverbial popcorn, was now rapidly seizing the resulting power vacuum.

The greatest martial artist in the world was dead.

Countless warriors had perished.

The fear that demons might invade the Central Plains and slaughter people was enough to make the populace restless.

In such turbulent times, religion thrives.

The Heavenly Demon Sect, undeniably a religious organization, was perfectly suited to lure people in during this chaos, and their influence was expanding by the day.

Normally, the Martial Alliance would never have tolerated such growth,

But reduced to a half-dead husk—its head smashed, limbs severed, barely kept alive by a beating heart—they had no capacity to care about the Heavenly Demon Sect.

In this explosive growth phase, if I brought up the elixir, the Heavenly Demon and Ju Cheong-ha, who was subtly assisting her, would undoubtedly fixate on it.

The more the Heavenly Demon Sect prospered, the longer my safe and peaceful life would last,

So I decided to keep my mouth shut until the sect’s power reached what I’d call a “stable zone.”

And so, today, in the peaceful heart of the sect, my two wives, having just finished their duties, looked at me with sultry eyes and began to shed their clothes.

“Now… shall we begin?”

“I’m first today. Don’t try to switch like last time.”


“We’ll see how you do. Honestly, you’re not that great at it.”

“Say that again.”

“…Haha.”

With their usual playful bickering, the two of them, now naked, rushed toward me in a competitive frenzy.

As they passionately explored my skeletal body,

I savored the faint pleasure that somehow reached me, despite being a skeleton.

‘Yes… This is the life.’

Though there were still some unstable elements,

I couldn’t help but smile, realizing that my current life wasn’t half bad.

-END-


***

Author’s Note

Thank you for reading this far.

I originally wanted to write more stories, but due to various circumstances, I’ve decided to end it here.

I’m grateful to all the readers who followed along until the conclusion, and I hope to see you in my next work.
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