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So I made a decision. In this life, I would become a heroine not for the protagonist, but solely for you.


Ch.0 - 0. Damn Transmigration
Every transmigrator into an extra or supporting character has one wish: to replace the original protagonist and become the main character themselves.

But the game I transmigrated into, "Killing the Unkillable," wasn't the kind of story where that could happen.

"Shit."

Even though I'd cut it short, my hair was still bothering me, and I cursed without thinking as irritation suddenly welled up.

"Huh?"

The man walking ahead of me turned around.

Those strange eyes with red rims around black irises.

This is Lee Hui-hyeon, the pathetically weak protagonist from the early stages whom I need to carry through the game.

That bastard is responsible for half my headaches.

"It's nothing," I said with a smile.

Lee Hui-hyeon turned back around and continued walking.

Haah.

I sighed quietly so he wouldn't hear.

If I had to transmigrate, they should have put me in that guy's body instead.

I'm in a woman's body now, but I was originally a man.

<>

"Killing the Unkillable," the game I used to enjoy playing, was a dating sim/exorcism game set in a dark world on the brink of destruction by the Unkillable. Players controlled the protagonist, Lee Hui-hyeon, meeting heroines, building relationships and affection while performing exorcisms, ultimately aiming to kill the Unkillable.

I remember it had decent sales and popularity. The concept was unique, after all.

The hardcore difficulty mode was especially famous for its merciless, brutal atmosphere that felt like a completely different game genre. It featured the heroines' dark sides that weren't visible in other difficulty modes, a madness-tinged atmosphere befitting a world facing destruction, and the constant threat of the World-Ending Cult that worshipped the Unkillable. It perfectly captured flavors that couldn't be expressed within the usual dating sim framework.

There was even a well-organized fan theory claiming that the hardcore difficulty was the true canonical route that the developers really wanted to express. That shows how highly fans regarded this route.

As a huge fan of the game, I turned it on while drinking beer after coming home from work.

You know what happened next, right?

Yes, I transmigrated into the game.

And I became Baek Ye-a of the Baek Clan, a heroine who only appears in hardcore mode.

A heroine that even the developers admitted they just threw in as an afterthought.

A heroine I only bothered to romance once for the achievement as an efficiency-obsessed player, then never pursued again.

Despite that, she had the prettiest illustrations, which gave her some recognition, but she was just an unfortunate heroine only referenced in jokes like "Ye-a~" on the "Killing the Unkillable" forum.

Baek Ye-a.

Shit.

After initially despairing at suddenly transmigrating into the merciless hardcore mode and suffering serious depression from the gender change, I suddenly realized this situation wasn't entirely bad.

After all, I know the game's events and which items are worth obtaining.

Above all, the Baek Clan, the family of my body's original owner, is wealthy, so I can buy pretty much anything money can get.

And Baek Ye-a, whom I've transmigrated into, had a useful ability as an "all-around Exorcist."

Baek Ye-a was the only all-around character after the protagonist, Lee Hui-hyeon, who was the game's only versatile character.

Actually, in hardcore mode, she's the only versatile character, since the protagonist's main weapon is fixed as a sword, and he can only use sword techniques.

Other characters couldn't equip different weapons because, according to the setting, they were successors of great exorcist families who inherited the Path to Enlightenment from "The Enlightened One" who sealed away the Unkillable a thousand years ago during the First Great Human-Demon War before mysteriously disappearing. Because of this, the other heroines could only use spears, bows, or stone staves.

The setting was that each character was strongest when using their designated weapon.

Now, you might wonder: why was Baek Ye-a useless despite being a versatile heroine?

The reason is very simple.

Her skill coefficients were extremely low, so her healing and damage were barely effective.

If you installed the "Are You Versatile? Ye-a~" mod, which fixed the coefficient problem, Baek Ye-a could hunt monsters as efficiently as all the heroines combined, even without any of them.

So I thought:

What if I raise my stats enough that the coefficients don't matter?

If even Lee Hui-hyeon, who's absolute trash and dies from the slightest touch in the early game, can do it, why can't I?

There's no rule saying I have to follow the original game's path, right?

But more than anything, my biggest motivation was not wanting to get screwed.

Who knows how the game system might try to "correct" things to make me follow the original route?

So I worked incredibly hard using all the game knowledge I had.

I devoured all the encounters that should have gone to the protagonist, got the best weapons, the best techniques, and even monopolized all the heroines for the bonus stats you get from raising affection.

I kept thinking that since I'd transmigrated here, I was this world's protagonist now.

After establishing myself as the strongest in this world, I challenged the Unkillable, the final boss, but...

"How pitiful, puppet. You cannot kill me."

With those words, I was utterly defeated.

I barely escaped while bleeding profusely, only to find that all the heroines I thought were close to me had left.

I didn't know there was an event where heroines' affection decreases when the protagonist accumulates defeats.

As expected of hardcore mode.

After repeatedly wondering why I lost, I realized one thing:

This game sometimes requires certain conditions to clear scenarios, and to clear the final scenario of killing the Unkillable, the only requirement was the protagonist, Lee Hui-hyeon.

Wow, shit, so that's how it works?

Thus, I realized that no matter how powerful my stats were, no matter what rare items or great Paths to Enlightenment I had, I could never kill the Unkillable and become this world's protagonist.

I felt tremendous despair.

All my efforts until then had been in vain.

It was several times more devastating than wasting time getting irrelevant certifications that wouldn't help with job hunting.

With my mental state shattered, I wandered around aimlessly until I met Lee Hui-hyeon, the original protagonist who had disappeared midway through the scenario. After that, through a strangely unmemorable path, the world ended and everything went black.

Then I regressed.

Though my memories were patchy, I understood one thing clearly:

Whether I liked it or not, I needed to bring Lee Hui-hyeon through to the end of the scenario.

I was furious at the fact that I had to carry this fortunate dating sim protagonist all the way to the conclusion when I could barely take care of myself. I won't describe the disgraceful way I vented my anger, but after calming down, I made a decision.

In this playthrough, I would carry Lee Hui-hyeon, help him grow, and let him kill the Unkillable.

After that, I would live solely for myself.

Ch.1 - 1. Something's Strange (1)
Something's Strange

I limped into the bathroom, flipping my cumbersome long hair behind me.

Looking at myself in the mirror, I couldn't help but sigh.

If I had to die, why send me back in time instead of back to reality?

Damn this transmigration.

If I had to transmigrate into someone, couldn't it have been the protagonist?

She's pretty, I'll give her that. Baek Ye-a was considered the top among the heroines in terms of appearance.

Silver hair flowing down to her waist, golden eyes, and an impressive chest.
And a face so beautiful that I might have tried striking up a conversation if I'd met her in real life.

Everything's perfect except for one disappointing detail—that it's me.
If only this wasn't me.

"Haaaaaaah... fuck."

The female voice that I thought I'd gotten used to irritated me all over again.

I thought I'd fully adapted to this female body, but after regressing, it feels like all that adaptation has flown out the window.

At least I'm not suffering from depression again, which is fortunate.

Back then, I struggled terribly with accepting this changed body.

Feeling a throbbing headache, I took scissors from the drawer and cut my hair into a bob.

Why do women grow their hair so long when it's just heavy and cumbersome?

After cutting my hair short, the unpleasant feeling I'd been experiencing improved considerably.

My shoulders ache from the weight of my chest, but I decided to endure it since it would be resolved once I build more muscle.

I remember the first time I looked in the mirror.

When I confirmed that what should have been there was gone and what shouldn't be there had appeared, I truly wanted to kill myself.

I picked up the silver strands of hair I'd cut from my head and examined them with the All-Seeing Eye.

<>

Exorcist's Hair

Grade: High

Hair from a high-ranking exorcist.
It might be useful in crafting exorcism tools.

<>

An exorcist's hair is considered good material for making bowstrings. It would be a useful item for raising the affection of the heroine who uses a bow, but that backstabbing bitch from my previous playthrough doesn't deserve it.

I could sell it for a decent price, but since my body isn't particularly short on money, I gathered it all up and threw it in the trash.

There are plenty of other ways to trigger affection events anyway.

Looking at the clothes rack beside the bed, I noticed a female school uniform.

A black monochrome uniform with separate top and bottom.

The uniform of Yegak Academy.

So I have to wear that and go to school again.

I couldn't help but sigh.

Still, I wore it for quite a long time in the previous playthrough. The uniform was also one of the decent defensive equipment you could obtain in the game.

Since I was an extreme efficiency-focused person in real life and didn't particularly care about clothes, I wore it despite feeling some resistance.

But I refuse to try it on prematurely.

Looking at myself in that would give me the same dirty feeling as looking in the mirror while cross-dressing.

At least that's how it feels right after regressing.

Just stay hanging there until enrollment.

Looking around the unnecessarily spacious mansion for a single person, I thought.

At least the situation hasn't changed from the previous playthrough.

Fortunately, I'm living alone as I prepare to enter Yegak Academy, where most exorcists typically enroll.

In this playthrough, I'll need to leech off the Baek Clan as much as possible, then make a run for it at the right time, just like in the previous one.

I sat on the bed and gave myself an affirmation.

"Outside, I am still Baek Ye-a..."

If you're wondering why I'm forcing myself to act as Baek Ye-a when I hate being her, there's a reason in this world's setting.

In the "Killing the Unkillable" universe, transmigration phenomena actually exist.

And in this world, transmigrators aren't objects of salvation but rather beings to be hunted.

Because once a body has been taken over, you're treated as a demon.

In this world, transmigrators are considered beings who have transformed from humans into demons.

The supernatural beings that threaten humans in this world are real, so what if I'm mistaken for having stolen Baek Ye-a's body?

What if I go around saying I'm actually a man from another world?

Then the previous playthrough would have ended right there.

Even if I was forcibly dragged here by something, to others, I'm just an evil spirit who stole Baek Ye-a's body.

If it's discovered that I'm a transmigrator, the Baek Clan, who's already looking for an excuse to get rid of me, would take the lead in hanging me from the Divine Sandalwood Tree in the middle of Yegak Academy.

If this were Easy, Normal, or Hard difficulty, things might be different, but the hardcore difficulty I've transmigrated into is a world of fanaticism that burns and destroys anything even slightly related to demons under the value of "Annihilate Demons and Save the World."

And if you're powerful enough to eat away at a human soul that's particularly resistant to demons and transmigrate, you're considered an extremely evil and powerful demon. What makes it worse is that transmigrators gradually take over the victim's body, then cause terror by imitating that person.

They've actually caused a lot of incidents.

There's even an event in the later scenario caused by a transmigrator.

When I first learned this after transmigrating here, I seriously wondered if I might be such a being, but...

Well, that's not important right now, so let's move on.

I placed my hand on my temple to check my status, just as the protagonist did in the game.
I think the developers attached some grand setting to this too, but I can't remember it well.
It's probably related to the "Enlightened One" setting. Something like spiritual observation.

Looking in the mirror and using the All-Seeing Eye would increase proficiency and provide information, but this is more convenient.

<>

Baek Ye-a

Age: 17
Gender: Female

Abilities
Strength D+ Agility C Intelligence B Luck E Spiritual Energy C+

Path to Enlightenment
Universal Exorcist (Inherent)
All-Seeing Eye
Incomplete ???

Status
Injured

<>

There's something new I've never seen before—"Incomplete ???". Could it be "Regressor"? The fact that my memories from the previous playthrough are hazy is definitely related to this. I didn't expect to see question marks in my status window.

The reason I'm injured is because I stubbed my toe while expressing my anger in a way I can't describe.

Universal Exorcist, despite its grand name and being classified as an Inherent grade, is an Inherent Path that makes Baek Ye-a a trash character due to its low coefficients.

If it weren't for those trash-level coefficients, she could have been a god-tier character.

But I managed to raise her abilities in the previous playthrough to make the Path live up to its name, so I can do it again in this one by overcoming the low coefficients through ability growth.

The All-Seeing Eye is something I've had since first transmigrating into this body. Its main function is a Path that allows me to view others' status windows.

It has many other useful functions too, but what's strange is that I never saw this Path in the game.

I didn't really need such a Path in the game since I could just click to see the heroines' status windows.

I've never seen anyone else with the All-Seeing Eye.

Well, among humans, that is.

There are cases where things don't read well, like the "??" earlier, but it's better than nothing.
I consider it a special bonus I received when being dragged into this world.

And one thing's for certain...

This is pathetic.

My current state is so miserable that I can accept being called a third-rate, trash exorcist like Baek Ye-a.
She actually had such nicknames.

Beyond the abilities, the real problem is the Paths.

The All-Seeing Eye is a Path that provides important information for navigating the scenario, and it's an attribute that can't be erased. I have no intention of discarding it, so essentially, this slot is fixed.

But now this "Incomplete ???" has appeared, and I don't know if it's useful or not.

I'll have to check after obtaining other Paths, but if it's an attribute that can't be erased, my options are limited.

That would mean I can only obtain one more Path.

If I choose "Training" like in the previous playthrough to boost ability growth, I won't be able to equip "Swift Movement," a honey Path that can be used from early to late game depending on the development route.

If I can only choose one, should I give up on rapid growth and equip Swift Movement instead?

I need to consider how the protagonist grows too, so I'll postpone this decision for now.

Let's think about it after I obtain it.

After all, "Universal Exorcist" has other functions I never used in the previous playthrough.

To explain, a Path originally means a religious pursuit of enlightenment, but in this game, it's like a skill.

The Won-gak Cult, a religious group that started from the teachings of the "Enlightened One," does attach religious significance to it, but this setting didn't matter much when it was a game, nor does it now.

There's some complicated setting about how the teachings of the "Enlightened One" are physically manifested as power, but you can just think of it as a report card you get for studying well.

This "study" includes combat or mental training, and it actually takes quite some time to create a Path. Assuming average talent, you might develop one by your senior year at Yegak Academy.

Of course, as a player, I received system adjustments and could easily obtain them from the start. If you're jealous, you can transmigrate instead.

But heroines like me, the protagonist Lee Hui-hyeon, and extras (though none actually have them) are limited to three Paths, while the system allows up to five. The reason for this three-Path limit is that Inherent Paths are too vast and profound for the human body to handle more than that, according to the setting.

So the actual number of Paths one can possess, including Inherent Paths, is essentially four.

Although there's the disadvantage of not being able to change them freely, Inherent Paths are truly excellent.

Veterans can go through the entire scenario with just one of these.

Except for "Universal Exorcist" that I, Baek Ye-a, possess.

This is infuriating.

They could have just said the three-Path limit was for balance reasons, but they had to use this pathetic setting to make me feel bad.

I once thought they put too many complicated settings into what should have been a simple dating sim game. They should have just added more sex scenes.

Now that I've become Baek Ye-a, I'm glad they didn't.

Could that thought be why I was transmigrated?

I got sidetracked, but to continue my explanation, Paths are divided into regular grades and Inherent grades. The Inherent grade has a special setting.

The Inherent grade has this grand setting about being the blessing of the "Enlightened One," passed down through the bloodlines of great exorcist families, originating from the five strongest disciples who received Paths directly from the "Enlightened One" before the First Human-Demon War. All the heroines in this game had one.

The protagonist, Lee Hui-hyeon, surprisingly didn't have an Inherent Path.

That means there are only four people with Inherent Paths, including Baek Ye-a, which made the identity of the last descendant to inherit an Inherent Path the biggest mystery in the "Killing the Unkillable" gallery.

Maybe a DLC would have revealed the identity of the last person, but since I've been dragged into the game, it doesn't matter. Fuck.

Another issue is that while these Paths seem convenient now, in this hardcore difficulty, they later become a dirty mechanism that increases the game's difficulty.

My head is already hurting.

Let me reorganize the situation.

Starting over like this is good.

Most people wouldn't get such an opportunity and would just die.

The problems are that I didn't inherit my abilities from the previous playthrough, and unlike before when I moved alone, this time I have to drag the protagonist along until the end.

Not inheriting my previous abilities doesn't matter.

I can just regain them.

The real problem is that I've gained baggage. Baggage named Lee Hui-hyeon.

Why do I have to take care of this guy when he's not even a heroine?

Wait, am I getting angry?

But getting angry won't help. If I refuse, I'm the one who loses.

No, beyond losing, the world will end.

So I felt the need to make a plan.

First, I need to keep Lee Hui-hyeon close and carry him, but the issue is what development route he'll take in this playthrough.

There are two ways to develop the protagonist in "Killing the Unkillable": the orthodox route of enrolling in Yegak Academy and progressing through the scenario as a student until graduation, and the so-called "wild route" of dropping out of Yegak Academy and growing through wandering martial training.

The wild route isn't bad. If the protagonist is a veteran, that is.

The problem is that protagonist Lee Hui-hyeon is a complete weakling at this point.

And a hardcore difficulty weakling who can only handle sword energy at that.

In the previous playthrough, Lee Hui-hyeon enrolled in Yegak Academy but dropped out midway and embarked on the wild route.

That made things very convenient for me, but now I'm in a position where I need him.

Even if the hardcore weakling Lee Hui-hyeon somehow managed to grow in the previous playthrough, if I let him take the wild route in this one and he happens to die, I might have to attempt a risky regression without knowing if I can return.

You know how to regress, right?

Fuck, even knowing for certain there's an afterlife, I'd be extremely reluctant to commit suicide, let alone attempt it without knowing if I can return.

In that case, I'd rather follow the solo route from the previous playthrough and enter "living for myself" mode.

But that would only delay death, as the world will definitely end, so I absolutely had to hold onto Lee Hui-hyeon.

To think I have to rack my brains to hold onto a guy, not even a girl.

While clutching my head and thinking of ways to keep the protagonist close, I had a thought.

What if I meet the protagonist and become friends with him?

Ugh, fuck.

Even I found the reality pathetic and shuddered.

But there's no other way right now.

The protagonist met Baek Ye-a in the game during the early stages of hardcore difficulty, after enrolling in Yegak Academy.

I met him too.

When he dropped out and took the wild route, I couldn't have been happier.

Of course, that would be very inconvenient for me now.

If the protagonist drops out and takes the wild route again in this playthrough, and I have to follow him to prevent the world's end, he might misunderstand with something like "Does she like me? Ye-a~" and I might actually commit murder.

And the Baek Clan would send people to secretly kill me, their thorn in the side.

And in the midst of that crisis...

Ugh, disgusting.

Alright, after imagining the worst-case scenario, I realize how privileged my previous concerns were.

Let's just become friends first. He's an essential part of any plan anyway, so this is unavoidable.

And thinking about it, do I really need to keep the protagonist at the academy?

The wild route lacks the stability of orthodox growth at Yegak Academy, but it definitely has elements that can make him stronger than the orthodox route.

I can carry him just enough to fend for himself, give him important information, and then guide him to the wild route.

And occasionally help him become stronger through other people.

After all, as long as Lee Hui-hyeon delivers the final blow, that's all that matters, right?

Perfect.

This way, I can completely avoid feminization, monopolize heroine events to get ability bonuses, avoid seeing him at Yegak Academy, and make the protagonist indebted to me. It's killing four birds with one stone.

I wonder why I didn't think of this genius idea in the previous playthrough, but then I realized I didn't need to.

Well, enough of that.

I've figured out how to handle the protagonist.

Before that, I decided to complete basic training with the help of the system.

After all, I need to become stronger for my plan to have meaning.

<>

March 1st. The day "Killing the Unkillable" officially begins and the enrollment day at Yegak Academy.

After taking off my pajamas and showering to get ready for school, I put on my uniform.

I wore the functional underwear I'm now used to, a black school uniform skirt, and a black sailor-like top. Before leaving, I grabbed the cloak that conceals weapons and reveals identity, emblazoned with the Baek Clan's symbol—a soaring hawk with the character for "first" (伯).

Then I picked up the sword that was placed by the bed and fastened it at my waist.

Like the protagonist, Baek Ye-a initially had a sword as her basic item before equipping other weapons.

She was supposed to be the only versatile heroine in hardcore difficulty, showing a concept that overlapped with the protagonist, which led to a strange meme.

People would mock her with "Heeyeol~first~ Heeyeol~versatile~ Heeyeol~protagonist concept~" and she'd grit her teeth and go "Heuzeumeureugeuh...!" Strange meme indeed.

Putting aside random thoughts, I looked in the mirror.

A beautiful woman with a figure-hugging uniform, looking at me with noble eyes whose thoughts couldn't be discerned.

This is me.

Fuck.

Standing like this feels like looking at Baek Ye-a in the game. Maybe if I close my eyes and open them again, I'll be staring at a computer screen?

While drunk, perhaps.

Of course, knowing that's not the case, I put on my cloak, grabbed my bag, and walked out the front door.

If there's one thing I rarely like since transmigrating here, it's this house.

In reality, I lived in a small studio, but this house is too good for living alone.

When I saw that trash heroine Baek Ye-a's background setting was as an outcast descendant of the Baek Clan, I thought she'd live in a shabby house, but I was surprised by how nice the house was.

Well, she is nominally one of the promising successor candidates who inherited "Universal Exorcist," so a shabby house would directly affect the clan's prestige, so they had no choice but to provide a nice house.
The house is spacious, so the yard is also large, making it good for practicing or training. It has a sound barrier and while the inside has modern facilities, the outside looks like a traditional house.

Would it be appropriate to describe it as a very nice modern tile-roofed house?

Come to think of it, will Lee Hui-hyeon enter the dormitory this time too?

Yegak Academy's dormitory was set up for poor students without financial resources.
There was also a scholarship system for poor students.

This might raise a question.

I said this was a world without blood or tears, so isn't it a setting error to give scholarships to poor students and let them into dormitories?

Yeah, I thought so too.

But there was a dirty backstory to this. It's speculated to be one of the reasons Lee Hui-hyeon left the academy in the latter half, but I'll talk about that later...

As I opened the gate and walked out, I could see people coming and going.

At the same time, I could see the Divine Sandalwood Tree that massively supports the world's barrier in the distance, and Yegak Academy, built in a form surrounding the tree.

There's a setting that land prices are very high in areas where that tree is visible. When I learned that I was living in such an expensive area, I was quite surprised, even though it was in a game.

The first seal of the Unkillable hasn't gone mad yet, so people's expressions were still okay for now.

Later, there will come a time when even passersby need to be careful, so I should enjoy this peace now.

People's attire wasn't much different from modern clothing.

Except for those presumed to be exorcists occasionally wearing cloaks with family crests like me, there wasn't much difference from modern streets.

Whether the developers took a convenience-oriented approach to this part, the living standards in the "Killing the Unkillable" world were similar to modern times.

At the same time, it was a unique place with a mix of modern culture and building styles.

In some aspects, it reminded me of elements from the 1930s in reality.

Even I, who had played this game for a long time, was surprised when the shop system, entertainment, and various other elements expressed in the game system were naturally integrated into the streets.

If such a place existed in reality, it would undoubtedly be designated as a cultural tourism district. Despite its dark background, this place had areas that could be perceived as enjoyable. Though it all gets destroyed in the later scenario.

Maybe I could have liked this world more if I hadn't transmigrated into Baek Ye-a.

"Fuck."

With the increased profanity since coming here, I walked toward Yegak Academy, where preparations for the entrance ceremony would be underway.

The entrance ceremony proceeded no differently from the previous playthrough.

"We will now begin the 457th entrance ceremony of Yegak Academy."

While Academy Director Si Jeong-hyeok gave his address and people from groups with familiar settings sent congratulatory messages, I quietly pretended to listen while spacing out.

You talk, I'll think about other things.

But when the freshman representative finally went up, I showed interest for the first time.

One of the heroines who would gain all sorts of honor and power by being with the protagonist went up on stage as the freshman representative to take the oath.

The heroine who uses a bow and stabbed me in the back in the previous playthrough.

The successor of the Huye Clan, one of the great exorcist families, symbolized by the bow and arrow that reportedly pierced and destroyed nine great demons at once—Huye Jin.

In other difficulties, she's more reliable and strong than anyone, but in hardcore difficulty, she's a heroine whose mentality easily breaks down.

Her nickname was "Glass Mentality."

As befitting a dating sim heroine, she's truly beautiful.

Deep blue hair that reaches her shoulders, a beautiful face reminiscent of a noble eagle, and model-like proportions in her arms and legs.

Her appearance is so beautiful that I almost regret that the Baek Ye-a I've transmigrated into is female.

Her current dignified appearance seems no different from Huye Jin in other difficulties.

It's still the early stages, after all.

The period when she truly goes mad with insanity is after the first seal of the Unkillable goes crazy.

Huye Jin's appearance means it's about the time when the late protagonist should be fumbling to find a seat.

Looking around, sure enough, I saw the protagonist in uniform taking his seat.

Look at that guy, so nonchalant despite being late.

But knowing why he was late, I just stayed quiet.

He would have been reprimanded at the school gate anyway.

Come to think of it, I realized I've never seen the protagonist's status window.

I figured it wouldn't be much different from the status window I'd seen countless times in the game.

Since it's a status window I'll need to check continuously while carrying him, should I look at it now?

Using the All-Seeing Eye on Lee Hui-hyeon, his status window was displayed.

<>

Lee Hui-hyeon

Age: 17
Gender: Male

Abilities
Strength C Agility C Intelligence C Luck D+ Spiritual Energy C

Path to Enlightenment
????? ??? ?(??)
??? Curse

Status
Normal

<>

.....What?

Ch.2 - 1. Something's Strange (2)
"What is this, really?

Something seems off.

The protagonist definitely doesn't have any Path to Enlightenment when the game first starts.

Of course, he eventually becomes stronger than the heroine, but that's because of dirty protagonist buffs, not because he has any Inherent Path.

But right now, on the status window I'm looking at, there are two Paths that shouldn't exist for Lee Hui-hyeon at this point.

One of them appears to be an Inherent Path.

Wait, so the fifth descendant that the developers kept hidden was actually Lee Hui-hyeon? That's a truly unexpected identity.

<>

Lee Hui-hyeon

Age: 17
Gender: Male

Stats
Strength C, Agility C, Intelligence C, Luck D+, Spiritual Power C

Path to Enlightenment
????? ??? ?(???)
??? Curse

Status
Normal

<>

Now that I look closer, his luck has been subtly downgraded.

Originally, at the start of the game, the protagonist has all C stats.

Of course, without a Path, he's so weak that he'd die from a mere scratch, but it still means he starts with decent base stats.

But Luck D+?

What's up with this guy?

My eyes were getting tired, so I turned off my All-Seeing Eye.

It feels like my plans are going awry from the very beginning.

I think I need to make contact with Lee Hui-hyeon sooner than originally planned.

Since he won't be able to make any significant moves right now.


After the entrance ceremony ended, I moved to my classroom for a brief orientation.

Class 1. The class I'll be in until graduation.

I sat somewhere in the middle and saw the protagonist sitting in front of me.

The guy responsible for half of my headaches.

A guy who's somehow different from the original work.

The stress of transmigration is hitting me hard.

I really want to smack the back of his head.

After calming myself down, I organized my thoughts.

First, in the game, the protagonist and heroines are always assigned to the same class regardless of difficulty level. That means the heroines must be sitting somewhere behind me right now.

Obviously, I need to raise my stats through the heroines' affection events, but the problem comes after that.

In this hardcore difficulty I've transmigrated into, even the heroines aren't absolute allies.

Depending on the route, some heroines can turn against you.

In my previous playthrough, I nearly died from stress trying to please everyone and make it to the end of the scenario.

Should I just watch the affection events this time and leave it at that?

While I was pondering this, a female teacher with a perpetually tired expression entered. Ji Seon-hwa.

She's this class's homeroom teacher.

Since the game only showed SD characters studying hard or exercising when raising stats, this is my first time seeing her since transmigrating here.

"Looks like many impressive Exorcists have enrolled this year too. I'm Ji Seon-hwa."

Ji Seon-hwa put down the thick stack of papers she was carrying and wrote her name on the blackboard.

Then, standing at the podium, she said:

"As you all know, the world is in great turmoil right now. Due to various unsettling events—the seal of the World-Ending Demon weakening, barriers becoming fragile—the world is looking only to us, the Exorcists. You'll face life-threatening situations many times in the future, and I respect all of you for enrolling to become stronger for the world's sake. Study hard and become strong Exorcists who can survive. Student in the front, come distribute these schedules."

After observing her, I realized she's quite a kind person.
It's thanks to people like her that this catastrophic world setting could continue until the game's timeline. That's the impression I got.

Though she looks gloomy enough to tell everyone to kill each other, her personality is different from her appearance.
I actually had that thought when I first saw her.

How did things turn out in my previous playthrough?

My memory's a bit hazy.

"Excuse me..."

A timid-looking girl was passing papers backward.

"Oh, sorry."

Lost in thought, I hadn't noticed the schedule that had made its way to the front.

After passing the schedule back, I picked up the paper and checked it.

As befitting a preparatory course schedule that aims to make everyone capable Exorcists, there are many practical sessions.

Despite the name, practical sessions involve actually fighting monsters.

The "Killing the Unkillable" world is already a dark setting on the brink of madness, facing the revival of the Unkillable.

In a situation where even ordinary people might need to be handed talismans and forced to fight monsters, they can't afford to let useful Exorcists idle away, even if they're students.

After all, being admitted to Yegak Academy's preparatory course means you're recognized as an Exorcist, albeit an inexperienced one.

And in this world, 17-year-olds are already treated as adults, so there's no controversy about child soldiers.

No, in extreme routes, there are descriptions suggesting child soldiers because the world is about to end.

In reality, it's more like they're using everyone they can because the world is about to end.

Of course, to reach that point, you'd have to deliberately ruin the route, and as long as I'm transmigrated into this game, I'll make sure that doesn't happen.

Because if it does, I'll die too.

This is giving me a headache.

Anyway, the department I'll be attending is, as I mentioned earlier, the Arts Department.

Just like how there are science and liberal arts departments in the real world, Yegak Academy has Arts and Liberal Arts departments.

The Arts Department is for Exorcists with proven talent, while the Liberal Arts Department is for ordinary people who come to learn academics.

As the name "Yegak Academy" suggests, the Arts and Liberal Arts departments are supposedly equal, but everyone knows which one holds the upper hand—it's an open secret.

When Yegak Academy was first established, there wasn't even a Liberal Arts Department.

However, properly training Exorcists costs more money than expected, and with the Unkillable's seal weakening, monsters are getting stronger by the day. Even Exorcists from powerful clans die if they let their guard down.

But to prevent the impending end of the world, a steady number of Exorcists needed to be maintained.

The Liberal Arts Department was established to ensure a steady influx of people and to fund the academy internally rather than relying on external funding. In reality, the only difference between the Arts and Liberal Arts departments is the proportion of classes; Liberal Arts students also learn what Arts students learn.

Simply put, Liberal Arts students will eventually be dragged into battle too.

This is made clear to everyone before enrollment, but people still enroll without hesitation.

After all, it's the only officially recognized prestigious educational institution, and graduation guarantees employment.

But in this game, the Unkillable definitely revives before graduation. That means Liberal Arts students are destined to be dragged into battle too.

If I had transmigrated as a Liberal Arts extra, I would have dropped out and fled before doing anything.

No, regardless, I just wish I had transmigrated into a male body.

Damn it.

"That's all for today."


After the briefing ended and other students were leaving, I searched for Lee Hui-hyeon among the dispersing crowd.

"Excuse me, just a moment!"

Exorcists are physically stronger than ordinary people. That's the setting.

If the crowd I was pushing through were ordinary people, I could have easily made my way through.
Or they would have moved aside just seeing the Baek Clan emblem on my cloak.

But the crowd I'm pushing through now are also Exorcists.
They have no reason to bow to me since I'm neither the head of the Baek Clan nor a recognized successor.

As a result, I was being pushed here and there, barely making progress.

Damn, there are so many students.

The official start of the semester is tomorrow.

Knowing when to target the heroines, I needed to meet Lee Hui-hyeon before he made contact with them, to trigger the affection event.

Therefore, now was the perfect time to have a conversation with Lee Hui-hyeon that differed from the original work.

Almost there, just a little more...!

"Ah!"

Just as I was about to fall after tripping on something and screaming, someone grabbed my arm.
I was genuinely grateful to whoever saved me from potentially breaking my nose.

"Ah, thank you..."

Looking up at the person who grabbed my arm, it was none other than our protagonist, Lee Hui-hyeon, whom I had been searching for.

"...nimi."

"Nimi?"

Lee Hui-hyeon was looking at me with a genuinely puzzled expression.


"So what does 'nimi' mean?"

I examined his expression with my All-Seeing Eye, but he truly seemed curious.

Does he really not know?

Actually, I had been thinking Lee Hui-hyeon might be another transmigrator like me.

In the "Killing the Unkillable" world, there are no harsh words like "nimi" or "fuck."

Using a curse word upon first meeting was a kind of verification process, not because this guy was twisting my words.

Well, maybe I did have a bit of that intention.

Still, there are occasionally people skilled enough at controlling their emotions to deceive the All-Seeing Eye, and he could be a transmigrator with extensive knowledge of the original work like me, so I felt I needed to be careful.

He might have become wary of me after my earlier verification attempt.

I smiled as brightly as possible and said:

"It means 'thank you very much.'"

"I didn't know there was such a word. I learned something new."

Lee Hui-hyeon and I were at a tea house outside the gates of Yegak Academy.

There's no coffee in this world.

Instead, green tea is widely consumed, which was really disappointing for me since I enjoyed coffee in the real world.

On the bright side, the tea here is delicious.

I glanced down at the old sword worn at Lee Hui-hyeon's waist.

<>

The Old Sword

Grade: Common

Eventually, everything becomes like this with the passage of time.

<>

The "Old Sword" that protagonists in all difficulty levels start with.

Beginners often make the mistake of selling it early and buying another weapon, not knowing it's a good item, but there's more to that sword than meets the eye.

Usually, common grade items don't have any description.

"The Old Sword" is the only exception with a description, which serves as a kind of foreshadowing. If you follow certain procedures and witness an event, it awakens into the unique weapon "Holy Sword of the Old Clan."

I also had the experience of selling it without knowing and having to start over.

Before enrollment, I checked various stores just in case.

I had no intention of taking it. It's an item exclusive to the protagonist.

That means even if I had it, it would be no different from the common grade sword I'm currently wearing at my waist.

If it had been useful to me, I would have taken it in my previous playthrough.

I couldn't find it at weapon shops or markets, so I assumed the protagonist had it, and I was relieved to see I was right.

Did he have that in my previous playthrough?
If I could remember, I could confirm it through comparison, but strangely, this part is unclear.

It's good that he still has it, but this is confusing.

Anyway, an opportunity is an opportunity, so I insisted on treating Lee Hui-hyeon to tea as a way to repay his kindness.

I told him I could have been seriously injured if not for him.

If the real me acted like this, I might be considered strange, but right now, I'm Baek Ye-a.

That means I can push through any slight strangeness with the plausibility of my face.

While waiting for the tea, Lee Hui-hyeon looked at my cloak and said:

"The Baek Clan?"

I was surprised he recognized it, as I thought he wouldn't have knowledge about such things.

"Yes, how did you know?"

"There are several clans that use birds as symbols, but only the Baek Clan uses a soaring hawk."

Well, the Baek Clan is consistently mentioned in Easy, Normal, and Hard difficulties, and Baek Ye-a's half-brother appears as a character, so it's not strange for even the protagonist, who doesn't have much knowledge in this area, to recognize the soaring hawk that only the Baek Clan uses as their emblem.

When you become sensitive to one thing, everything else starts to bother you too.

"I see."

Lee Hui-hyeon wasn't wearing anything over his school uniform.

Occasionally, some Exorcists from clans or guilds don't wear cloaks like this, but early-game Lee Hui-hyeon is unaffiliated, so he has nothing. The setting book only mentions he's a descendant of a fallen clan.

There wasn't much detailed setting for the protagonist. When I was curious and inquired by email, I only received a cryptic reply saying, "This is a dating sim game."

The reason for my curiosity was simple. After all, while playing "Killing the Unkillable," the character I immersed myself in was the protagonist, Lee Hui-hyeon.

But now that I've transmigrated...

"Your tea is ready."

"Yes, here."

As I took out a 5,000 hwan bill—the currency used in this world—from my wallet to pay, I fell into contemplation about what to do next.

I started off on the wrong foot.

Cursing right away because I wanted to confirm quickly was definitely a mistake.

I should have explored more.

Then how about testing him with "actions Lee Hui-hyeon would never do if he were really Lee Hui-hyeon"?

Alright, I've decided.

Lee Hui-hyeon didn't say a word the entire time we were drinking tea.

As someone who expected a dating sim protagonist to be talkative, this was unexpected.

All that effort thinking of conversation topics was for nothing.

Useless guy.

My suspicion that he might be a transmigrator deepened even more.

After finishing our tea and returning the cups, I said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"Oh, I think I dropped something in the hallway."

While pretending to naturally search my pockets, Lee Hui-hyeon showed interest.

"What did you drop?"

"A key. I can't get into my house without it!"

In reality, I don't need a key.

One of the barriers at home, the security barrier, only admits designated people, so I just need to naturally open the door and enter.

Acting with feminine behavior and speech made me feel so self-loathing I wanted to die, but this was a necessary procedure.

"So you want me to help you look for it in that hallway from earlier?"

"Yes, could you please?"

And so, I naturally led Lee Hui-hyeon back to the crowded hallway from before.

I spread my spiritual energy to check if anyone else was around, but there was no one. Good.

"Around where did you lose it?"

"Hey."

Sensing the sudden change in atmosphere, Lee Hui-hyeon turned to look at me.

Eyes with red rims around black irises.

Thinking those eyes always looked strange, I released my spiritual energy.

Preparing for the "action Lee Hui-hyeon would never do if he were really Lee Hui-hyeon" that would follow.

"Are you really Lee Hui-hyeon?"

Ch.3 - 1. Something's Strange (3)
"Are you really Lee Hui-hyeon?"

Lee Hui-hyeon's expression appeared completely blank as he looked at me, but the subtle expressions I read through my All-Seeing Eye revealed the bewilderment hidden within.

The purely puzzled expression I had read earlier when he said "what" was also detected through my All-Seeing Eye.

Indeed, unlike the first-person perspective in the game where emotions were richly described, to others he might easily be misunderstood as being cold.

Could it be that when he was quietly drinking tea earlier, he was simply embarrassed about having tea with a "girl"?

Shit, that's creepy.

Just imagining it makes me want to forget about transmigration and just beat the crap out of him.

But I can't do that now, so I'll save the beating for later if the transmigration is confirmed.

I felt slightly suspicious as I watched Lee Hui-hyeon, who couldn't sense the Spiritual Energy rapidly extending from my body and touching him.

Normally, Exorcists are trained to sense Demonic Energy before they learn to sense Spiritual Energy.

Usually, Exorcists don't fight each other, and Spiritual Energy isn't particularly harmful.

In fact, the Divine Sandalwood Tree in the middle of the academy emits Spiritual Energy, but nobody pays attention to it.

Learning to detect Spiritual Energy before Demonic Energy is like learning the quadratic formula before basic arithmetic.

That means it's difficult to learn without following the proper sequence.

Demonic Energy, unlike Spiritual Energy, is foreign, making it easier to learn to detect.

Then, using the knack gained from detecting Demonic Energy, one figures out or learns how to detect Spiritual Energy.

Right now, Lee Hui-hyeon is only feeling bewilderment. Even though my released Spiritual Energy is touching his body, the Lee Hui-hyeon I'm reading doesn't notice my Spiritual Energy at all.

When an Exorcist releases Spiritual Energy toward another Exorcist, it means they want to fight.

The fact that he doesn't notice anything despite me so blatantly releasing Spiritual Energy means that Lee Hui-hyeon is that weakling from the early part of the story.

This is why I only released Spiritual Energy.

This is the first "action Lee Hui-hyeon would never do if he were really Lee Hui-hyeon."

You'll remember that I did basic training using the system before enrolling.

And the description of Lee Hui-hyeon as being so weak in the early parts that he'd die if you just brushed past him.

Having completed basic training using the system, I can spread out my spiritual sense to check who's around or freely release and feel Spiritual Energy, but the early-game trash protagonist Lee Hui-hyeon in front of me couldn't do that—assuming he's not a transmigrator.

At this point, for students, Spiritual Energy permeates actions performed with a strong will to destroy demons, and the system is exclusively the player's power.

Someone who knows the game well enough to obtain a Path to Enlightenment would certainly have completed this basic training.

But it's too early to let this slide.

There's a possibility that he's extremely cautious and deliberately obtained only the Path to Enlightenment without doing basic training to prepare for unforeseen situations.

He might not have thought about not obtaining a Path to Enlightenment because he didn't anticipate someone like me with the All-Seeing Eye, so I needed more concrete evidence.

Therefore, I'll now check for the second "action Lee Hui-hyeon would never do if he were really Lee Hui-hyeon."

What will you say to convince me?

After initially being surprised by my question, he seemed to understand the situation and spoke with an extremely calm expression.

"Yes, I am Lee Hui-hyeon."

Lee Hui-hyeon didn't say anything more.

As if he'd said all he needed to say.

"I see..."

Hearing that, a sigh of relief escaped me.

He wasn't a transmigrator. Lee Hui-hyeon was Lee Hui-hyeon.

The second "action Lee Hui-hyeon would never do if he were really Lee Hui-hyeon."

That would be making excuses to justify anything.

Lee Hui-hyeon doesn't make lengthy excuses to anyone if he believes he's in the right.

If the Lee Hui-hyeon in front of me had been a transmigrator, he would have rambled on insisting he was Lee Hui-hyeon.

Not realizing that would be tightening the noose around his own neck.

"I see."

Besides, the protagonist's personality isn't specified in a separate character guide.

Apart from being the descendant of a fallen clan, there wasn't much clearly stated about the protagonist's background.

The protagonist's personality is something only someone like me, who has played multiple times while immersing themselves in the protagonist's role, would know.

In this Killing the Unkillable world, no one understands the protagonist better than I do. After all, I've played as the protagonist Lee Hui-hyeon for a very long time.

The reason why the protagonist with no background managed to enter the entrance ceremony despite being late to Yegak Academy was because he accepted the teacher's scolding at the school gate without making excuses for being late.

Even though he had perfectly valid reasons to feel wronged.

If that wasn't enough, after using my All-Seeing Eye to examine him, I knew for certain.

That's not an act. This person is the Lee Hui-hyeon I know.

"I'm sorry, with the current situation, I think I've become unnecessarily sensitive. I misunderstood just by looking at your eyes. I apologize."

As I withdrew my Spiritual Energy and apologized, Lee Hui-hyeon responded as if he understood.

"I understand. My eyes are unusual, and with the red rims, I'm sometimes misunderstood by others too."

I could be so direct because I was confident I could smooth things over. His eyes were occasionally viewed with suspicion even in the game.

And each time, the protagonist would understand and let it go.

Red.

Red has a notorious reputation as an impure color in the Killing the Unkillable world.

Red is the color symbolizing demons, the Path of Ruin, and the Unkillable—in contrast to gold, which symbolizes humans, the human Path to Enlightenment, and "The Enlightened One."

I wonder if he might have faced a lot of contempt in the past that I don't know about.

Thinking about it this way makes me feel a bit sorry.

Still, it's good that he's letting it go, so I kept my mouth shut.

But...

<>

Lee Hui-hyeon (理喜顯)

Age: 17
Gender: Male

Abilities
Strength C, Agility C, Intelligence C, Luck D+, Spiritual Power C

Path to Enlightenment
????? ??? ?(??)
??? Curse

Status
Normal

<>

If he's not a transmigrator, why does he have something like that attached to him?

Even if I accept that the top Path to Enlightenment might be some setting I don't know about, the "??? Curse" below it bothers me.

If it were displayed as "Cursed" in the status section, that would be one thing, but something taking up a Path to Enlightenment slot like this is unheard of.

Could it be a Path to Enlightenment I don't know about?

No, come to think of it, even having "Cursed" in the status would be impossible. The protagonist had a constitution that was immune to curses.

Should I keep watching a bit more?

If you ask why I don't just ask Lee Hui-hyeon directly, it's because of the special nature of my Path to Enlightenment, the All-Seeing Eye.

In this world, I'm the only one with the All-Seeing Eye.

Later on, high-ranking demons and members of the World-Ending Cult appear with Paths similar to mine—or rather, Paths of Ruin.

If I were to ask Lee Hui-hyeon about his Path to Enlightenment, he would surely remember it and become suspicious of me when he encounters demons or World-Ending Cult members with similar Paths of Ruin.

Wondering if I'm in league with them.

Regardless of my intentions, this would clearly be bad for me, since I'm planning to kill the Unkillable and use the money I'll get from the Baek Clan to live for myself or return to reality.

At that point, Lee Hui-hyeon wouldn't be someone I could dismiss even on hardcore difficulty with just a sword—meaning I could end up dead if a fight broke out.

Or conversely, I could kill him, but then the world would end.

In short, I'm in a no-win situation.

So it's best not to ask anything right now.

I decided I'd need to look at Lee Hui-hyeon's identity documents later. Even though he's a neglected successor of the Baek Clan, as a Successor Candidate, I should have enough backing to view the identity documents of a protagonist without strong connections.

<>

It felt like a long time had passed, but perhaps due to tension, not that much time had actually elapsed.

Lee Hui-hyeon seemed to already know the key was just a pretext and didn't ask about it.

Since dormitory move-in starts tomorrow, we walked together to the school gate.

Though he said it was fine, I was a bit worried that he might harbor negative feelings about being deceived.

What if this guy holds a grudge over this incident and doesn't listen to me, causing trouble everywhere?

"You really are a kind and brave person."

As we reached the school gate, Lee Hui-hyeon suddenly said.

Wait, what?

"What? Why?"

Seriously, why?

As I mentioned before, demons and transmigrators are hunted.

If I had been mistakenly accused of being such a being, I would feel bad even if it wasn't a misunderstanding, so why is he complimenting me?

Is this the magnanimity of a dating sim protagonist?

When I asked in genuine confusion, words I never expected came from Lee Hui-hyeon's mouth.

"You risked your life questioning me for the sake of the other students, in case I was a demon. That's why."

To praise someone who had confronted him.

He must have experienced unpleasant things because of his eyes, yet there's a limit to how good someone's personality can be.

Well, come to think of it, he was always like this.

...Wait?

Now that I think about it, this situation feels familiar.

I had a strange sense of déjà vu, feeling like there was a similar case in the game, so I thought carefully and realized something I had forgotten.

And at the same time, a shiver ran through my body.

This is an event.

I know an event similar to this.

There's a first meeting event where a heroine with a stone staff, mistaking the protagonist's eyes for traces of an evil demon, privately summons the protagonist for questioning.

I had forgotten about it because it was an event that couldn't have happened in the previous playthrough due to Baek Ye-a, but in that event, the protagonist's flag-raising choice was this:

"You asked out of concern even though you just met me. Thank you so much."

Then the stone staff heroine's flag would be raised.

You think it's forced? I know it is.

But this game is fundamentally a dating sim, regardless of its setting.

And I just remembered that the current situation is very similar to the stone staff heroine's event.

Shit, is this really happening?

As evidence, Lee Hui-hyeon was looking at me with a genuinely moved expression.

For a dating sim protagonist to feel such emotions while looking at me probably means...

I desperately tried to erase the thought, or rather the intuition, that had surfaced.

I went through all that trouble to avoid the feminization route, but now I'm triggering a heroine event?

Could the dating sim system's correction work like this?

Cold sweat ran down my back.

I just wanted to check something, and it turned into this.

In my confusion, I thought:

No, this isn't an event.

My actions, while involving the protagonist, are praiseworthy enough without necessarily being an event.

Baek Ye-a, who just became an Exorcist and enrolled at Yegak Academy, risked her life to confront someone who might be a demon for the sake of her fellow students, as an Exorcist committed to annihilating demons and saving the world, and as a student.

Yes, that must be why the protagonist praised me. Not because of a heroine event.

I calmed my mind for now.

If I acted on my emotions, I might have cursed at Lee Hui-hyeon.

Managing my expression as I learned in the military, I smiled as brightly as possible and said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"What the hell."

Lee Hui-hyeon's expressionless face broke into a slight smile.

"No, I'm the one who should say that."

And another karmic retribution came back to me.

Shit.

Though I'd seen something I wish I hadn't, I decided to think as positively as possible.

I'll inevitably keep getting entangled with the protagonist anyway.

If I'm going to be entangled, it's better to do so with a positive image like this.

And at least now, I asked a question I hadn't wanted to ask before.

"By the way, where are you staying?"

It wasn't out of genuine curiosity about where he lived, but a question to confirm something.

I could confirm which route the current protagonist would follow with this question.

"I'm at a boarding house now, but I'll be in the dormitory starting tomorrow. There are a lot of verification procedures, so move-in starts tomorrow."

So in this playthrough, the protagonist is taking the dormitory route too.

I looked at Lee Hui-hyeon walking beside me.

And recalled what happened earlier.

A person who cares more about those around him than himself.

Someone so altruistic that he would thank a person who suspected him of being a demon.

That's why I realized more clearly from the earlier incident that dormitory move-in is essential if I want to make Lee Hui-hyeon take the wild route in the current Killing the Unkillable.

Originally, I thought the dormitory incident was just one of the reasons the protagonist took the wild route, but now I've changed my mind.

The dormitory incident must have been the absolute reason why the protagonist dropped out of the academy and took the wild route after the middle part.

Despite it being for the public good, that kind of experience would have been a huge shock to the current protagonist.

Yegak Academy's dormitory was famous for thoroughly verifying students' identities until the day before move-in, even today, the entrance ceremony.

This was partly for the safety of fellow students, but also to confirm whether students moving into the dormitory were truly "without background and poor."

If a student with significant backing moved in, there could be serious consequences if the inner workings of the dormitory were exposed.

"I'll be going now. I need to take a car to get to my boarding house."

"Alright, take care and see you tomorrow."

I don't know what the protagonist from the previous playthrough, who left the academy, was thinking.

I wasn't interested back then.

As I turned around to head home, retracing the path I had come, I thought:

Is it really necessary to make him drop out in such a shocked state?

Perhaps in the hardcore difficulty where everyone openly shows their dark side, the dormitory incident could trigger the protagonist to go into hiding instead of fighting demons. Right until the world is about to end.

If that happens, all the effort of carrying him until then would be wasted.

Maybe in the previous playthrough, I met the protagonist because he had gone into hiding due to this incident.

That would explain why there was no news about the protagonist until just before we met.

Then the world might end again, like in the previous playthrough.

I'm learning a lot just from trying to check something.

"This is difficult..."

Muttering to myself, I looked at the Divine Sandalwood Tree emitting a faint light against the backdrop of the sunset and thought:

Is it really the right answer to leave him be and send him on the wild route?

I quietly sighed as I contemplated what lay ahead.

Ch.4 - 1. Something's Really Strange (1)
I've found two good things about transmigrating here. First, when I open my eyes, they don't hurt from dry eye syndrome, and second, getting up in the morning isn't difficult.

The bad things? This nice body is female, and I occasionally get severe headaches.

"My head hurts like hell..."

I muttered the curse that had become a habit as I got out of bed.

Today was the official start of the semester.

If this were some other dating sim game, it would be an exciting first day, but "Killing the Unkillable," the game I've transmigrated into, doesn't allow for such leisure. Today was the day of the proficiency test that measures an Exorcist's level.

Yegak Academy, where Exorcists bearing the names of prestigious clans, associations, and various groups from around the Human World gather, remains fiercely competitive even after admission. Exorcists from across the country observe each other's skills, learn, and pursue continuous growth toward the absolute ideology and reason for an Exorcist's existence: "Annihilate Demons and Save the World."

Of course, I couldn't care less about all that.

Though I wasn't the one who took it, we've already had entrance exams, so I'm slightly annoyed they're making Exorcists compete again. Still, I needed to get the highest score in my class on today's proficiency test. There were two practical advantages to doing so.

One practical advantage was catching the Heroines' attention. I hate to admit it, but physically, I'm a woman. Even though I have the special physical advantage of being beautiful with golden eyes, I can't appeal to the same sex.

This world is unusually strict about same-sex relationships, unlike typical dating sim worlds. If I approach the heirs of great Exorcist families too casually, I might be treated as a weirdo or even a villain rather than making friends.

Although I'm a member of the Baek Clan, a prestigious Powerful Clan of Exorcists, and a Successor Candidate, this world is full of successor candidates, and I'm ostracized by my family.

In other words, I'm not good enough to mingle with the real heirs—the Heroines.

To put it in real-world terms, imagine a notorious playboy from a wealthy family who's been sidelined trying to approach the daughter of a chaebol heir or prominent political family. That should help you understand my situation.

But that's just my story. The Protagonist, Lee Hui-hyeon, has Heroines flocking to him for the most trivial reasons without him doing anything.

Disgusting protagonist privilege.

So in my previous playthrough, I thought:

How can Baek Ye-a, who isn't the Protagonist, catch the eyes of other Heroines, form relationships, and trigger likability events?

The method I came up with was to utterly destroy these arrogant Heroines who had just enrolled.

Even if Baek Ye-a is a third-rate Exorcist compared to the other Heroines, with the system's help and basic training completed, plus my player knowledge, the Heroines who will eventually surpass me will inevitably fall behind me in the early stages.

So once I crush them with test scores, it becomes much easier to make contact with the Heroines through the "Oh, you're that person from back then!" approach.

The other reason, which is most important, is the hidden reward for this proficiency event.

"Training"—a Path to Enlightenment that boosts early ability growth.

In other difficulty levels, you could skip it without consequences, but in hardcore mode, it's a valuable Path. In hardcore mode, even slightly lower stats can mean life-or-death battles.

Getting this makes raising stats easier until mid-game. The problem is obtaining "Swift Movement" before reaching mid-game. Should I yield that to the Protagonist too?

But I haven't even decided how to handle the dormitory incident chain that follows the dormitory move-in route. The risk is too great if the Protagonist actually leaves, so I'll put this on hold for now.

Since the incident erupts while pursuing the public good, I need to think very carefully about this.

Usually that incident happens mid-game, so it's fine for now. The Protagonist won't die just because I don't immediately give up "Swift Movement," so there shouldn't be any problems.

Before entering the bathroom to wash up, I looked at the mirror on the vanity.

On my first day after regression, it felt extremely foreign, but I must have adapted within a day because now I don't feel like I'm looking at someone else.

"Outside, I am Baek Ye-a..."

After affirming this to myself once more, I took scissors from the drawer.

How did it get this long again in just one day? Does everything I eat go straight to my hair?

Pushing aside distracting thoughts, I trimmed the ends with scissors. In my previous playthrough, when I didn't have time to manage my hair, it somehow grew down to my waist. I didn't notice how uncomfortable it was then, but now even a little length bothers me.

After having breakfast with instant food from the refrigerator, I showered, changed into my uniform, and gathered my cloak emblazoned with a soaring hawk representing "First," along with my sword and bag.

Today is an important day to set the first step of my plan in motion. I need to stay strong.

<>

The outside scenery remained the same as yesterday. People wandering the alleys, shops opening, and Exorcists affiliated with Powerful Clans and associations.

Signs of doom might be detected in the borderlands even now, but here, closest to the Divine Sandalwood Tree in the early part of the scenario, it was hard to imagine impending doom. Danger will come here too in the later stages, but the current atmosphere felt like an ordinary slice-of-life story. Well, I suppose even slice-of-life stories that suddenly accelerate toward doom in the later parts are still slice-of-life.

Thinking about the items I needed to acquire and those I already had, I approached the academy and noticed the faint light emitted by the Divine Sandalwood Tree that the academy building surrounded.

The Divine Sandalwood Tree, a thousand-year-old tree sustaining the barrier of the Human World, emitting a faint light. It's kept secret from everyone, but that tree is continuously losing power even at this moment. Being on hardcore difficulty, it's happening faster, definitely not slower. As it loses power like this, the first seal will come under serious strain, resulting in the "Power Reversal" event. Until this event occurs, the early stages of hardcore mode progress much like other difficulty levels.

The real turning point comes after the "Power Reversal" event, when the Unkillable's first seal goes mad from the strain.

From that point, other seals collapse like dominoes, and the great demons that were bound outside the barrier by the seals flood into the Human World, beginning their recovery through massive slaughter. The World-Ending Cult, which only appears in hardcore mode, emerges in the world under a false name.

So if you neglect development and focus only on dating sim routes like in other difficulty levels, you'll end up adding your name to the list of victims of the Unkillable's five fragments that will fully reveal themselves in the Third Human-Demon War, or rather its preliminary conflict, the War Against the Five Demons. Simply put, you die. A death with possibly no afterlife.

In my previous playthrough, memories started becoming notably incomplete right after the "Power Reversal" event. I remember major events, but everything else is very hazy. What's certain is that I reached just before the ending, couldn't kill the Unkillable due to the system's interference, fled while bleeding profusely, was betrayed by the Heroines, and met the Protagonist Lee Hui-hyeon.

Damn system. If you're going to make me transmigrate, at least be flexible about that much. Thinking about it made my head hurt from stress.

This is all because of that bastard Lee Hui-hyeon.

<>

When I entered the classroom, no one was there.

Did I come too early? Come to think of it, did I check the time? Belatedly looking at the clock hanging at the back of the classroom, I saw it was 7:30. With official school starting at 9:00, I was an hour and a half early.

Looking around the classroom, I thought:

Damn. I should have slept more.

My frustration wasn't just about coming early. It was because of that guy sitting alone in front reading a book. But to avoid showing it, I used the only useful thing I learned in the military—facial control—and approached him with a bright smile.

"Hi, Hui-hyeon. You're early?"

Lee Hui-hyeon finally looked up from his book and greeted me.

"Hi, Ye-a. I guess I was nervous about the first class and couldn't sleep well. So I came early."

Are you a child? I wanted to snap back gently but barely held myself back. Strangely, just seeing his face makes me angry. What a peculiar bastard, interfering with my anger management through his face alone. Swallowing my irritation and headache, I asked with a smiling face:

"Are you well-prepared for today's proficiency test?"

"Proficiency test? Was there such a thing?"

Ah right, the proficiency test is usually sprung as a surprise to prevent cheating, and I'd forgotten that. But despite being called a surprise, there were ways to know in advance even for non-players. A student without connections like Lee Hui-hyeon might not know.

Since I couldn't say I knew because I was a player, I decided to use connections as an excuse.

"My sister told me. She said there's a measurement test on the first day. I guess you didn't hear about it?"

"Sister? You have a sister?"

"Yes, I do. A half-sister, actually."

It's not a lie; she really exists. Baek Ye-na. A real bitch. Just thinking about seeing her face again gives me a headache. Of course, half the reason for my headache is Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Should I start preparing now then?"

"No, it's just a measurement, so you probably don't need special preparation."

That wasn't a lie. Whatever benefit I might gain from getting a good score, the essence of this test is truly just measuring ability. Since there was no way he could prepare effectively starting now, I deliberately kept it light.

Looking at it this way, it seems like I'm being considerate. Damn it.

Lee Hui-hyeon nodded lightly and said:

"Thanks for telling me. I should study hard now."

I momentarily doubted my ears. What did he say?

"What did you say? 'Thanks'?"

"Huh?"

Ah, right. Seeing Lee Hui-hyeon's puzzled expression, I remembered yesterday's incident and quickly changed the subject.

"No! You don't need to thank me that much! Friends help each other! Do your best starting now!"

"Oh? Okay..."

Leaving behind a bewildered Lee Hui-hyeon, I climbed up one step at a time to a seat in the middle, barely containing my anger—at myself.

Damn it, why did I tell him like that back then? Will I have to endure cursing every time I help him in the future? Is this karma for cursing at our first meeting? He'll probably talk more than when I pretend not to know things.

I thought I should set aside time soon to teach him other ways to express gratitude.

So this is true karma.

I suddenly felt that I should live a truly good life if I ever return to reality.

Damn it.

As the time approached, I saw other students coming in, including the Heroines whose high noses I needed to crush with a good score.

The Heroines probably heard about the test in advance through some channel too.

But in the end, I'll be the one taking first place. I know the test well and have prepared for it thoroughly.

Alright, Baek Ye-a. It's time for your academy debut.

Ch.5 - 1. Something's Really Strange (2)
When the scheduled class time arrived, Ji Seon-hwa entered wearing a black exorcist uniform and carrying a basket filled with stacks of paper. The classroom, which until then had been filled with chatter no different from any other school, suddenly fell silent as if cold water had been poured over everyone.

Even in the game, when an exorcist appears somewhere in their official uniform, it usually means either an important occasion or a serious demon-related matter.

This rule applied even within the classrooms of Yegak Academy. When a teacher entered wearing an exorcist uniform like that, it typically meant something important regarding practical training or campus life.

Seeing Ji Seon-hwa in her black exorcist uniform rather than her usual casual teaching attire, students who had already heard about the test quietly waited for her next words. However, those who hadn't been informed beforehand began murmuring in confusion.

"Was today a practical training day?"

"No, today was supposed to be just a regular class day..."

I could hear familiar voices chatting nearby, as if they'd known each other before enrollment.

Well, exorcists from this area would naturally know each other. Though not me.

The character I've transmigrated into, Baek Ye-a, was born as an illegitimate child with golden eyes instead of the Baek Clan's characteristic blue eyes and without their Inherent Path. She spent her childhood facing rejection from her family, deprived of the love a child deserves, while undergoing exorcist training. So attending Yegak Academy is essentially her first experience with social life.

Living alone in that large, beautiful house without a single servant was by no means a good thing. In powerful clans where internal influence matters, leaving a child who is nominally a successor candidate completely alone is tantamount to saying "you are not my child."

Of course, since such blatant discrimination wouldn't be tolerated in this era, they couldn't openly show it for fear of damaging the clan's reputation. So they gave her a nice house far from the main residence instead.

This unfortunate circumstance for the heroine Baek Ye-a is actually quite fortunate for me now. If I had transmigrated into one of the other three heroines, I would have had to work much harder to deceive others. Not to mention having to carefully consider the consequences of each action as a legitimate successor of a great exorcist clan. But I can use my position—Baek Ye-a's position—as the clan's weakness to exploit the Baek Clan while enjoying the freedom that comes with being a successor candidate. Looking at it this way, transmigrating into Baek Ye-a seems fortunate... Yeah right. Shit. I almost thought positively for a second there.

Loneliness and emotional deprivation were Baek Ye-a's character hooks in the game, but now that I've become her, that's not happening.

Just try to get close to me.

When the students' murmuring showed no signs of quieting down, Ji Seon-hwa struck the podium and said, "Alright, quiet down, everyone. The reason I'm dressed like this today is because of the skills assessment test we're having. It's a kind of tradition. If you have any questions, raise your hand."

Several students raised their hands, and Ji Seon-hwa pointed to one of them.

"Yes, the girl over there."

The student stood up after being called on.

"Teacher, you mentioned a test. Will this officially count toward our grades?"

I turned around to see who had asked and saw a sharp-looking female student with blue-dyed hair tips standing.

Judging by the blue leaf-shaped metal emblem pinned to her uniform collar, she must be an exorcist from the Cheonghwa Clan. Right, according to the lore, the Cheonghwa Clan members dye the tips of their hair blue and use a blue leaf as their emblem. Their preferred weapons are blunt instruments with sharp points at the end. They also enhance their exorcism abilities by brewing peach leaves with blue dye and applying it to their weapons.

I couldn't help but admire the game developers' obsessive attention to detail. This clan barely even appeared in the actual game.

I considered using my All-Seeing Eye to see more detailed information but decided against it. Given that I barely remember them from previous playthroughs, they're probably just extras.

That question feels oddly nostalgic. Back in school, whenever a surprise quiz was announced, the class model students would ask that exact same question.

It was surprising that the Cheonghwa Clan member hadn't heard about the test beforehand, but I decided not to dwell on it. Perhaps she was the first student from her clan to enroll here.

It made sense for a Cheonghwa Clan student to ask about grades.

As I mentioned before, Yegak Academy is fiercely competitive. Even students who seem to have guaranteed futures—heirs of great exorcist families, members of powerful clans, guild leaders, or clan heads' children—cannot escape the grade competition. Famous exorcist groups carry the weight of their names and history.

Simply put, achieving good grades in theory and practice to rise above other exorcists brings glory not just to the student but to the name they carry. Like how a country gains honor when its athlete wins an Olympic gold medal. In my previous life as an ordinary human, I put myself before abstract concepts, but in the "Killing the Unkillable" world, concepts still take precedence over individuals. Those who have much are paradoxically not allowed the luxury of leisure in order to maintain what they have.

That's not to say exorcists without strong backgrounds just sit idle. In fact, they work even harder precisely because they lack backing. This allows them to either join existing groups under favorable conditions, establish new groups based on their achievements at Yegak Academy, or bring honor to their current affiliations.

When "Killing the Unkillable" was just a game, I didn't realize it, but even in a dating sim world, places where people live are all equally competitive, just like reality.

Ironically though, the protagonist Lee Hui-hyeon's values aren't particularly tied to any group or concept. His worldview is closer to the free values of a modern person, combined with responsibility and this world's absolute ideology of "Annihilate Demons and Save the World."

In other words, he's the one person who might think somewhat like someone from the real world.

The fact that this bastard is the only one I could potentially reason with makes me want to beat him up even more.

Yes, regardless of how fierce the competition in this world might be, the protagonist always emerges victorious by the ending.

Disgusting protagonist privilege. If I get the chance, I'll really kill him.

After receiving the Cheonghwa Clan student's question, Ji Seon-hwa thought for a moment before answering, "No, this is literally just to measure your abilities. We're checking the basic skills of students gathered from the Human World and whether your fundamental capabilities are sufficient. We're not trying to rank students who have just started the semester. Rankings will be assigned, but it's just for assessment purposes, so don't worry about it."

Ji Seon-hwa wasn't lying, but these students weren't likely to take lightly a skills assessment test that could make a strong first impression on everyone. Opportunities to demonstrate one's abilities to other exorcists at Yegak Academy were rare.

Besides, seventeen is the age when exorcist talents begin to bloom. This test offers a chance to showcase both the basic skills learned outside and one's innate talents, revealing fundamental differences in ability.

Of course, I had no intention of giving up first place, as I had two real rewards at stake rather than just the intangible reward of making a good impression. I couldn't lose to those motivated merely by honor when my life was on the line.

"So for the practical portion..."

Ji Seon-hwa diligently answered all the subsequent questions. She explained that the first test would be written, followed by a practical exam. While she wouldn't reveal the content of the practical test, she mentioned it would assess fundamentals and students could use their preferred weapons.

After finishing her explanation, Ji Seon-hwa warned, "Alright, everyone put your books away and place your bags under your chairs. Don't peek at the test papers before we start. Even if this is just a skills assessment that won't affect your grades, you should still play 'fair and square,' right?"

Her words, spoken while looking around as if wanting someone specific to hear them, made me feel guilty. She probably knows about the "usual practices" too. She's likely just going through the motions since the test doesn't count toward actual grades, though she can't be happy about it as a teacher. Perhaps her thorough answers to questions were an effort to reduce this disparity. She's kinder than she looks.

Ji Seon-hwa, seemingly uncomfortable in her exorcist uniform, adjusted it once before calling students from the front to distribute the test papers from her basket. The neatly stacked papers gradually diminished as students came forward to take them. After all the papers were distributed and the students returned to their seats, Ji Seon-hwa, who had been scanning the students with her eyes, said when the time came:

"Good, now open your test papers and begin."

The test content was very easy for me, who knew the lore of "Killing the Unkillable" inside out. The claim that it would only test basics was absolutely true. As I solved the problems, feeling like I was matching settings from memory, I suddenly recalled something from the past.

Something similar had been posted on the "Killing the Unkillable" gallery before. It was a kind of fan test where different characters would appear depending on how many questions you got right. And if you got most of them wrong, the character who appeared was Baek Ye-a, saying "Thought that was the right answer? It's Baek Ye-a, surprise~!" It was drawn in such an infuriating way that I wanted to beat her up. And now that's me. Damn it.

Between my prior knowledge of the setting and the fact that the same questions from previous playthroughs appeared again, I had no trouble with the written test. The questions were so easy that I thought even current students with no memory of previous playthroughs could solve them easily. They truly were testing only the most basic knowledge.

But I thought the last question might trip up quite a few students:

"How much time has passed since the Second Great Human-Demon War until now?"

Students who aren't well-versed in history might answer 500 years. Just as people in the real world refer to the Goryeo or Joseon dynasties as "500-year dynasties" even though they didn't last exactly 500 years, the Second Great Human-Demon War is commonly referred to as a war that happened 500 years ago. It's easier to remember a round number.

Additionally, the calendar system in the "Unkillable" world is the Human Calendar, which originated exactly one thousand years ago when the First Great Human-Demon War broke out.

So it's even easier to mistakenly think it's exactly 500 years. But the correct answer is 458 years, as the Second Great Human-Demon War ended one year before Yegak Academy first opened its doors.

After finishing the test and covering my paper, I looked ahead and saw Lee Hui-hyeon with his head down. Is he done with the test already? Well, he is an exorcist after all, so he probably knows what he needs to know.

When time was up, Ji Seon-hwa said, "Alright, stop now. Collect the papers starting from the back."

True to the reputation of the preparatory class that gathered talents recognized as exorcists, albeit novice ones, no one except the suspicious Lee Hui-hyeon failed to complete the test. These exorcists all knew the basics, even if they might miss a few questions due to carelessness. That's why I can't pretend to be a genius. Even if I know all the lore and have completed basic training, my limitations would eventually show.

From now on, I'll need to build strength and ability through good weapons, items, actions, and achievements, while also attracting attention from others. With the added burden of dealing with Lee Hui-hyeon, I'll need to work even harder.

It's fortunate that I can gain Path to Enlightenment easily and receive systematic rewards for actions that others also perform. Without these advantages, I would have struggled much more than I do now.

"We'll go outside shortly for the practical test. Take a break until then," Ji Seon-hwa said as she left with the thick stack of test papers in her basket.

<>

During the break after the written test was collected, I checked the items I had prepared for the practical portion.

According to the original flow, while the written test varies by route, in the practical test, the bow-wielding heroine Huye Jin always scores the highest across all routes. This test greatly favors those who can attack from a distance and have sharp senses.

In other words, even in the game, if you went in without knowing the content beforehand and only carried the basic sword provided, you'd be at a disadvantage. But as a player who has enjoyed this game for a very long time, I know exactly what's important for this practical test.

However, the item I've prepared isn't a bow. Besides skill issues, I could never be like Huye Jin.

When it comes to shooting, no one can match Huye Jin.

It's not just a matter of being on a different level—it's a completely different dimension.

Even now, in the early stages, Huye Jin is the highly anticipated successor of the Huye Clan.

She doesn't even worry about the fatal weakness of bows—the limited supply of arrows—because she can shoot arrows with just a bow in hand.

This ability comes from the Path to Enlightenment inherited from "The Enlightened One" by Yuye, one of the five disciples who demonstrated his prowess during the First Great Human-Demon War by piercing and destroying nine great demons with a single arrow. Afterward, Yuye was praised as the king of archers who could kill even nine great demons with one shot, and was given the nickname "Huye" (with the royal "Hu" prefix instead of his surname), which eventually became the family name.

The Huye Clan, descendants of Yuye, was able to gain fame using only bows during the Second Great Human-Demon War because of this Inherent Path related to bows, inherited from "The Enlightened One" during the First Great Human-Demon War.

Since this is impossible for me, I never intended to imitate Huye Jin. Instead, my plan involves a kind of trick. I intend to exploit the gap in exorcists' attachment to their traditional weapons and pride in their accumulated skills, thinking like a modern person unbound by conventions to score well on this practical test. It was a risky approach in previous playthroughs, but it ultimately earned the heroines' recognition.

After packing my items from my bag, I followed the line of students leaving the classroom, thinking that with inspiration, my All-Seeing Eye, and these items, I could surpass Huye Jin in this practical test again.

Ch.6 - 1. Something's Really Strange (3)
I walked toward the practical exam site, which was located somewhere in the open space between Yegak Academy and the Divine Sandalwood Tree. The area was incredibly spacious, and with barriers that actively utilized the Divine Sandalwood Tree's spiritual energy to distort space, five people could comfortably take the current practical exam in their own independent spaces.

The preparatory division within the school had 15 classes per grade, and each class had its own designated testing area. That should give you an idea of just how vast the open space between the academy and the Divine Sandalwood Tree was, and how impressive the barriers being maintained at this very moment were.

I entered through a door leading inside the building and followed the corridor until I spotted the First Practical Exam Site where I would be taking my test. In front of it stood Ji Seon-hwa in her exorcist uniform, along with people assisting with the exam.

In my previous life, I thought they were graduate students—the kind of people who must have committed many sins in their past lives—but fortunately, they were just hired employees from outside.

It was called "mutually beneficial employment for the development of the human world," and I suppose the academy had enough money to hire such auxiliary personnel.

Ji Seon-hwa counted the students with her finger to check if everyone had arrived, then nodded and said:

"Good, everyone. You all found your way here without getting lost. Thank you for keeping up with this sudden, urgent schedule. Normally for this practical exam, we would test five students at a time in student number order, but since I respect your wishes, if anyone wants to go first, I'll let them. Anyone want to go first?"

As soon as Ji Seon-hwa's rhythmically delivered speech ended, I raised my hand.

This practical exam tested the basics of being an Exorcist.

For an Exorcist who faces demons, courage can be considered the most fundamental quality.

Therefore, I knew that such a courageous action would make a good impression on Ji Seon-hwa, and I also knew that the sooner I took the test, the more advantageous it would be, so I didn't hesitate to raise my hand.

Seeing me, Ji Seon-hwa pointed at me and said:

"Good, Baek Ye-a. Since you raised your hand first, I'll let you take the test first. Is there anyone else who wants to go next?"

In my previous life, no one raised their hand, probably thinking it would be more advantageous to go later when they knew the test content. That made my action stand out even more, and combined with my good performance, it caught the heroines' eyes...

"I'll go next."

Huh?

"Good, Lee Hui-hyeon. You'll be second. Anyone else?"

What the hell? Why did that bastard suddenly raise his hand?

Surprised by this deviation from my previous life, I unconsciously looked toward Lee Hui-hyeon, but he wasn't looking at me, just staring straight ahead.

Still, I glanced around just in case. It's still fine with just the two of us. We're just splitting the advantage...

"Teacher, I'd like to go next."

Shit.

Looking at who raised their hand, it was the female student from the Cheonghwa Clan who had asked Ji Seon-hwa a question earlier.

Right, someone so concerned about grades wouldn't miss what was happening. I had a feeling she was an extra who would cause me trouble, and now she's screwing me over like this.

With Lee Hui-hyeon going second and the Cheonghwa Clan girl going third, suddenly other students started raising their hands competitively too. Is this what they call herd mentality, where if three people point at the sky, everyone looks up?

What's certain is that I've already lost my first opportunity.

"I'll go next!"

"Next..."

As if they'd all suddenly realized something, the other students all raised their hands at once.

Amidst this flurry of hand-raising, I glared at Lee Hui-hyeon with dead eyes.

Why did this variable have to occur now? He didn't do this in my previous life, so why suddenly in this one?

That bastard, he's no help to my life at all.

Still, I was clearly the first to raise my hand, and there would be other opportunities to score points later, so I was able to regain my composure.

Regardless of what I was thinking, Ji Seon-hwa seemed very satisfied with the current situation and smiled.

"I'm glad to have such enthusiastic students. Let's begin the practical skill assessment test."

Ji Seon-hwa had an assistant bring a small storage box with talismans attached to it. Before opening the box, she adjusted her exorcist uniform and said:

"Don't be surprised by the talismans. What's inside is the core of this practical exam."

After removing the talismans and opening the box, something white, slightly larger than a mouse, emerged. Of course, I knew exactly what it was. It was a character that had been used as a mascot alongside Baek Ye-a in the "Killing the Unkillable" gallery. It was both cute and familiar seeing it in person after so long.

"This is called a Gasaengi. Does anyone know about this?"

Alright, this is the second opportunity I mentioned. I quickly raised my hand to not miss this chance.

"I can explain!"

Ji Seon-hwa's eyes widened momentarily in surprise at the girl who didn't look the part shouting with the vigor of a boy, but she soon returned to her characteristically gloomy expression. For that teacher to make such an expression—did I shout too loudly?

"Yes, Baek Ye-a. Go ahead. What is this?"

"It's a kind of artificial creature formed when inanimate objects transform under the influence of the Divine Sandalwood Tree's spiritual energy, and it's very cute!"

"Pfft!"

Huh?

Oh, shit. I misspoke.

What? Cute? Am I really an idiot?

Ji Seon-hwa, barely holding back her laughter, looked at me and burst out laughing again before finally composing herself and saying:

"Well... yes, they are cute. Baek Ye-a is truly a student with rich sensibilities."

"..."

This is the first time since being a military rookie that someone's consideration has felt so painful. It would have been better if she had just gotten angry and asked if I was joking.

Feeling my face heat up from the loud laughter around me, I lowered my head, then suddenly remembered the source of all evil that created this situation and glanced toward Lee Hui-hyeon.

Even Lee Hui-hyeon, who had seemed so expressionless, couldn't hold back and was snickering. When our eyes met, he turned his head completely away and continued laughing. Damn, you're not even pretending to hold back? You're really going to die later.

The commotion continued for a while, but Ji Seon-hwa clapped her hands to quiet everyone down.

"Anyway... Yes, from now on, your practical exam is to catch these Gasaengi. Unfortunately for Baek Ye-a. Khuph."

Ji Seon-hwa burst into laughter again, probably remembering what I said.

Making someone this embarrassed just because of a slip of the tongue. My evaluation of Ji Seon-hwa dropped slightly, but unaware of my thoughts, she continued her explanation while holding a Gasaengi.

"The time limit is 10 minutes, and within these 10 minutes, you need to catch as many Gasaengi as possible. The means or methods don't matter, just focus on catching as many as possible. Now, Baek Ye-a, Lee Hui-hyeon, Jeong Yu-na, Baek Su-cheol, Kim Hwa-in. Please step forward."

The five of us, including myself, who were called by Ji Seon-hwa, walked forward.

As I walked, I looked toward Lee Hui-hyeon, but he desperately pretended not to notice my gaze, gritting his teeth. What an asshole.

"Bastard."

Only then did Lee Hui-hyeon turn to look at me with a puzzled expression, but this time I turned my gaze away.

Yeah, got you back.

But then I felt suddenly deflated, realizing Lee Hui-hyeon probably thought I meant "thank you" sincerely.

Shit.

"Attach this talisman to the weapon you'll use to catch the Gasaengi, and it will count how many you catch. It's white now, but each time you kill one, a red line will appear on the talisman so you can see how many you've caught. Just in case, I should mention that if you try to tamper with the talisman, it won't affect your grade, but it will make a very bad impression on me. Good luck."

With Ji Seon-hwa's warning and brief encouragement, we each opened different doors and went inside.

<>

Upon entering the exam site, I found myself in a forest dense with trees and grass, and all human presence disappeared.

This must be somewhere in the open space between the academy and the Divine Sandalwood Tree.

The skill assessment test was meant to evaluate the basic skills of an Exorcist. If the written test examined basic knowledge of exorcism, the practical test was meant to test basic exorcist skills.

The fundamental skill of an Exorcist is to locate demons and then eliminate them without letting them escape.

That's why finding and killing as many Gasaengi as possible now was a way to assess an Exorcist's basic skills.

Currently, the person with the most outstanding talent and suitable weapon for this part was Huye Jin, which is why she never missed the top score in all routes. But not this time.

Walking deeper inside, I immediately spread my spiritual perception. I could sense something carrying the spiritual energy of the Divine Sandalwood Tree moving around in small clusters nearby.

Sensing the presence of quite a few Gasaengi around me, I released my spiritual energy to attract them.

These were abilities I had already acquired through basic training using the system since the first day of my regression. I had acquired these abilities solely for today's exam and future plans.

Gasaengi were beings that were inanimate objects before becoming artificial creatures due to the Divine Sandalwood Tree's spiritual energy.

They had a habit of approaching out of curiosity when they sensed human spiritual energy similar to the Divine Sandalwood Tree's energy that gave them life.

And just like in my previous life, to not miss the appearance and movements of the Gasaengi, I used my All-Seeing Eye to observe the surroundings, and caught sight of a Gasaengi peeking its head out from between rocks.

If not for what happened earlier, it would have been a cute sight that could momentarily captivate me, as it did in my previous life. But not now, damn Gasaengi. Creatures that can't even exist without spiritual energy, making me a laughingstock?

You're all dead.

I took out a hunting item I had prepared in advance—a slingshot—and wrapped the talisman around it.

The slingshot was one of the items used for hunting in "Killing the Unkillable."

While other Exorcists were busy chasing Gasaengi with their eyes, holding the weapons they usually used, I would release my spiritual energy to attract the Gasaengi, then hunt them with a slingshot, which was easier to learn than weapons in the system because it was classified as a hunting tool, thus scoring more points.

Later, I would be able to attack distant targets with a sword as well, but since that was impossible for me now, this was the method I had thought of.

-Thwack!

After seeing one Gasaengi shatter as I released the slingshot, I confirmed that a small red line had been drawn on the talisman. I was worried the talisman might be defective since things kept going wrong in this life, but fortunately, that wasn't the case. After checking the talisman, I aimed the slingshot at another Gasaengi approaching, attracted by the spiritual energy flowing from my body.

-Thwack!

As expected of a pathetic, worthless artificial life form, it dies easily even to attacks without spiritual energy. By now, other students might have realized this too and come up with more efficient methods, but they couldn't catch up to me, who had prepared the basics using the system and brought a slingshot, just like in my previous life.

-Thwack!

Although I suffered humiliation due to my slip of the tongue, once this test is over, I'll get "Grinding."

-Thwack!

And based on the grades I get here, I'll form relationships with the heroines, see affection events to get stat bonuses, and then prepare for the dormitory incident and beyond while carrying Lee Hui-hyeon.

-Thwack!

Yes, everything starts again from there.

-Thwack!

<>

When time was up and I returned to the front of the practical exam site, I showed the bright red talisman. Surprised by the color of the talisman, Ji Seon-hwa looked at the slingshot I had used and said with a bewildered expression:

"Even if you knew in advance... This is the first time I've seen a student use such a weapon. But this alone couldn't have achieved such results, right?"

I nodded slightly and said:

"That's right."

Ji Seon-hwa inserted the red-colored talisman into a register marked with Baek Ye-a and said:

"I thought you were just a cute female student, but you really are a successor candidate of the Baek Clan, aren't you? I get it now. While the other students are taking their tests, go wait in the classroom."

It seems I managed to recover my image before it was fixed in a strange way. I almost felt the danger of acquiring a weird nickname here, following in the footsteps of the pathetic, third-rate Exorcist Baek Ye-a.

What a relief.

I sat down and scanned the people waiting for their turn.

And among them, I noticed three heroines whose beauty shone even in a crowd.

Of course, to me, who had suffered throughout my previous life only to be betrayed in the end, they looked pretty but not favorably.

Those bitches, they made me suffer terribly in my previous life and stabbed me in the back when I lost once. What should I do with those three after seeing their affection events, including that bitch who would turn against me if left alone?

As I stood there thinking, someone I disliked even more approached me from behind.

"Ye-a."

The moment I was addressed, I unconsciously crumpled my face like a crushed paper, but quickly smoothed it out with practiced facial control before turning around. There stood our protagonist, Lee Hui-hyeon, looking at me. Just seeing his face suddenly gave me a headache.

"What are you doing standing here after finishing the test?"

"Just standing here for a moment."

"That's good timing. Let's go back to the classroom together."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, I thought:

Damn, I should have gone back quickly.

"By the way, why did you raise your hand earlier?"

I asked Lee Hui-hyeon about what happened during the practical exam.

I was asking because it was a variable that hadn't existed in my previous life and had been very confusing, but Lee Hui-hyeon answered nonchalantly:

"Just because you raised your hand. I thought it would be better to do it together and go back together."

When I examined him with my All-Seeing Eye, I could see it was the truth.

Ah, so in my previous life, Lee Hui-hyeon didn't raise his hand because we had no connection, but in this life, he did because we know each other.

In other words, there was no particular reason.

Is this what they mean when they say the person throwing stones at a frog doesn't understand the frog's pain?

Damn it.

"Did you do well on the test?"

Finding it awkward to keep walking in silence, I asked about the test, and Lee Hui-hyeon replied:

"Since it doesn't count toward our grades, I took it with ease."

"Ah, I see."

Looking at Lee Hui-hyeon, who took the test with ease, unaware of all the planning and hard work I put into it, my head started to ache again.

The thought of having to carry this carefree bastard made my mind feel cozy already, but then I remembered that I was told I only needed to measure, not prepare separately. Shit.

Even if the teacher said this test wasn't a big deal, I should have told him it was actually super important and to take it seriously. Come to think of it, I got cursed at even after telling him. It's my karma, I guess.

Suddenly remembering how Lee Hui-hyeon had fallen asleep during the written test in class earlier, I asked him:

"What about the written test? Did you do well on that?"

"A lot of things I knew came up, so I finished quickly. Then I slept during the remaining time."

It's somewhat reassuring that he's not so incompetent that he couldn't even take the written test. No, come to think of it, being admitted to the preparatory division of Yegak Academy means he's talented enough despite being inexperienced, but I keep forgetting that when I look at this guy. Since I have to carry him anyway, it's probably not good to look down on him too much.

As we walked, we eventually reached the classroom door. Before Lee Hui-hyeon opened the door and went in, I recalled one last question. Come to think of it, what did Lee Hui-hyeon write for the answer?

"Wait a moment, Hui-hyeon. Can I ask you one thing?"

"Hm?"

Lee Hui-hyeon turned around with his hand on the doorknob.

"You remember the last question, right? What did you write as the answer?"

"The last question?"

Lee Hui-hyeon stared into space for a moment, as if recalling the last question, then answered:

"458 years."

Ch.7 - 1. Something's Really Strange (4)
After finishing the exam for Group 8, I entered the classroom. Only Group 2 remained. In twenty minutes, all the exams would be over.

Amid the chatter of students returning from their exams, I sat quietly at my desk, staring at Lee Hui-hyeon's back.

It had been just a casual question.

But when I heard Lee Hui-hyeon's unexpected answer of "458 years," I thought to myself:

Had I fundamentally misunderstood something about Lee Hui-hyeon?

It wasn't simply that he knew something I thought he wouldn't.

When I first played "Killing the Unkillable," the written exam I took in the game had fewer types of questions than today's, but there was always a question about how much time had passed since the Second Human-Demon War—and I didn't know the answer.

Even though I was playing as Lee Hui-hyeon then.

But the current Lee Hui-hyeon knows it.

The moment I noticed this small difference, I realized the obvious fact that the current Lee Hui-hyeon isn't the one from the game but a being who thinks and acts independently.

Suddenly, a headache struck, and I paused my thoughts to look up at Lee Hui-hyeon sitting in front of me. You again.

Strangely, even though I expected it, it still pisses me off.

"Excuse me, you're Baek Ye-a, right?"

As I was pressing the side of my head to ease the headache, someone spoke to me from behind. When I turned around, it was the Cheonghwa Clan female student I'd seen earlier. Right, we were in Group 1 during the exam, and her name was Jeong Yu-na? She never approached me in previous playthroughs.

"Yeah, what is it?"

"You look like you have a headache. Would you like one of these? I take them sometimes for my headaches, they work well."

In Jeong Yu-na's outstretched hand was what looked like a white pill.

<>

Headache Medicine

Grade: Common

<>

Sorry for being suspicious, but you shouldn't just take medicine from strangers.

After using my "All-Seeing Eye" to confirm it was just ordinary headache medicine, I became even more wary.

"Thanks, but why are you giving it to me?"

We'd only met as members of Group 1 during the practical exam, and since this hadn't happened in previous playthroughs, I couldn't help but be suspicious. But as if she'd anticipated my question, Jeong Yu-na smiled and said:

"I have extras. In the Cheonghwa Clan, helping others when we can is considered a virtue."

"That's a setting I've never heard before" almost escaped my lips, but I managed to swallow it. If I started talking about "settings," my image—already slightly eccentric after my earlier slip about Gasaengi being cute—would be beyond salvaging.

With my head still aching, I gratefully accepted the medicine from Jeong Yu-na.

"Thanks."

"By the way..."

"Yes?"

"Are you close with Lee Hui-hyeon?"

It was such an abrupt question that I would have definitely spat out my drink if I'd been drinking.

Seriously, this extra girl is moving way too fast considering how little time we've known each other.

"What?"

"I just noticed you two seem really close, so I was wondering what your relationship is."

I calmed myself and used my "All-Seeing Eye" to examine Jeong Yu-na's expression, trying to understand her intentions.

Thankfully, she didn't seem to be implying "that" kind of relationship. If she had, a new slang term might have been born to follow "nimi."

Since that wasn't her meaning, I carefully selected my words to be as ambiguous as possible, condensing various implications into one response:

"We're just acquaintances."

"Do you belong to any clan or family?"

With this subtle follow-up question, I began to understand why Jeong Yu-na had approached me. Was she trying to get information about Lee Hui-hyeon through me since we seemed close?

I could now see why she'd given me the headache medicine to start a conversation.

But I actually preferred this to kindness with unclear motives. This kind of simple scheme was nothing compared to the machinations of powerful clans.

Lee Hui-hyeon had belonged to a fallen clan, but at the current point in the game, he was unaffiliated. That's why later in the game, after he started to stand out in the middle stages, various clans and families—even the great exorcist families that the heroines belonged to—came to recruit him. Though this was closer to the concept of taking in a son-in-law.

So I was slightly impressed by Jeong Yu-na's insight. The current Lee Hui-hyeon might be absolute trash in the early hardcore difficulty stage—unable to even read spiritual energy and dying from the slightest touch—but she seemed to recognize the potential he would show if he developed properly. For an extra, she had quite a discerning eye to think of recruiting Lee Hui-hyeon at this early stage.

In previous playthroughs, protagonist Lee Hui-hyeon remained unaffiliated until he dropped out after the dormitory incident in the middle stage, and even in the game, he never revealed his aspiration until he killed the Unkillable. I wondered if I should tell her that Lee Hui-hyeon was currently unaffiliated. If this playthrough's Lee Hui-hyeon accepted her offer, my plans would be completely derailed.

Above all, I didn't think the Cheonghwa Clan could nurture him better than I could. Besides, they didn't even appear in the game, so they were probably just one of many exorcist groups that were wiped out without a name during the Five Demon War.

The thought of Lee Hui-hyeon being among them made my mouth water, but if Lee Hui-hyeon died, the world would end too.

Alright, I'll cut this off.

"I don't have one. If you're asking to recruit him..."

"No, I don't have the authority to make those decisions. We're not looking to recruit anyone anyway."

Ah, you should have said so earlier. I was making assumptions on my own.

Remembering how I'd praised her discerning eye made me feel embarrassed. Of course, an extra who didn't even appear in the game wouldn't recognize Lee Hui-hyeon's true value.

I worried for nothing.

Damn it.

"So you're saying you're unaffiliated and not registered with any clan or association? You're not just walking around without wearing any insignia while actually belonging somewhere?"

Growing irritated at her persistent questioning, I replied curtly:

"Yes, that's right. But why are you asking?"

"Just that for an unaffiliated exorcist who just enrolled, his skills are too good."

What is she talking about now?

"What do you mean?"

"When I was leaving after the practical exam, I happened to see Hui-hyeon's report card open. I clearly saw him go in with just a sword, but his talisman had almost no white space left."

"What?"

What is she saying? He went in with just a sword and got that kind of result? The early-stage Lee Hui-hyeon who can't even properly handle sword energy?

Thinking he might have used a trick like I did, I asked Jeong Yu-na:

"Did you notice if his waist looked bulky or anything?"

"No."

I was about to probe further when the classroom door opened, and Ji Seon-hwa entered with the last group of students, Group 10.

"Well, I should get back to my seat now."

Jeong Yu-na returned to her place, leaving me with a pile of questions.

What's going on? This is really strange.

Knowing the answer was "458 years" is possible—anyone interested in history could easily know that. But if he handled sword energy to catch Gasaengi, that's a different story.

I looked up at Lee Hui-hyeon's back again, but I could only see his back from here, so I couldn't tell what he was thinking.

I swallowed the headache medicine Jeong Yu-na had given me without water and returned to my earlier thoughts.

What exactly is this Lee Hui-hyeon? Is he really the Lee Hui-hyeon I knew?

Perhaps from the beginning, with two unidentified Paths that weren't in the game and a D+ luck stat, he was already a different entity from the Lee Hui-hyeon I knew?

Just because he's not a transmigrator, can I still consider the current Lee Hui-hyeon to be the same as the one I knew from the game?

After the Group 10 students had taken their seats, Ji Seon-hwa stood at the podium and said:

"Good work, everyone. You're dismissed for today. That's all for today."

In previous playthroughs, she would talk about the courage an exorcist should have before dismissing us, but this time she ended with a surprisingly modern teacher-like dismissal, perhaps because everyone had raised their hands. After Ji Seon-hwa left and a brief moment of silence, the students noisily began to leave the classroom.

Lee Hui-hyeon was packing his bag to leave when he suddenly seemed to remember me, turned around, and said:

"Ye-a, aren't you coming?"

Looking at his strange eyes—black with red rims—I thought:

I had always planned on the assumption that Lee Hui-hyeon was absolute trash who needed to be carried from start to finish. So if the Lee Hui-hyeon standing before me is stronger than the one in the game, that's actually very convenient for me. It means I only need to provide minimal guidance.

"I'll leave in a bit. You go ahead."

"Okay, see you later."

But... if Lee Hui-hyeon is strong enough not to need my help, what's the point of my plan?
If I can't get "Yeonma" because Lee Hui-hyeon outperforms me, what happens to my plan then?

"...Huh?"

Just then, I felt something being inscribed into my system and placed my hand on my temple.

This feeling usually meant a new Path was forming. Could it be?
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Baek Ye-a

Age: 17
Gender: Female

Stats
Strength: C  Agility: C  Intelligence: B  Luck: E  Spiritual Power: C+

Paths
Universal Exorcist (Inherent)
All-Seeing Eye
Incomplete ???
Yeonma

Status
Normal
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Seeing "Yeonma," I let out a deep sigh of relief.

Thank fucking god. I was really worried about what I'd do if I didn't get it. I noticed my Strength stat had increased to C, probably from all the training I'd been doing. I was finally moving away from being a third-rate trash exorcist. Still a long way to go before recovering my stats from previous playthroughs, though.

At the same time, I was confused. The fact that I got "Yeonma" means I must have placed first in the skill assessment test.

But Lee Hui-hyeon didn't seem that incompetent, so I didn't think I had overwhelmingly surpassed him in the written exam.

What's going on?

I got first place, but I don't understand why.

Despite achieving my goal of obtaining "Yeonma," I still felt uneasy as I headed home.

Right, the rankings will be posted on the bulletin board in the school corridor tomorrow. I'll think about it after seeing that.

<>

The next morning, when I arrived at Yegak Academy, I immediately headed to the bulletin board to check the results.

Students were crowded around the board, eager to see yesterday's scores. I managed to squeeze through and could finally see the rankings posted in the corridor.

1st: Baek Ye-a
2nd: Huye Jin
3rd: Jeong In-hwa
.
.
.
10th: Baek Su-cheol

My first place was expected since I'm a player. What I wanted to check was Lee Hui-hyeon's name, which I thought would appear in the top 10. I was puzzled when I couldn't find it anywhere.

And when I finally found Lee Hui-hyeon's name, it wasn't on the first page.

25th: Lee Hui-hyeon

...What? Why is the name of Lee Hui-hyeon, who supposedly turned his talisman red, here?

I don't care about anything else, but how could someone who solved the last problem and turned his talisman red be in 25th place?

Then I came to the most rational conclusion.

Damn, Jeong Yu-na must have seen wrong.

A talisman with almost no white space visible. At this point, I'm the only one who could produce such a talisman.

She must have mistaken my talisman for Lee Hui-hyeon's. Maybe I came out first, then Lee Hui-hyeon followed, and when our report cards overlapped, she briefly saw my open talisman and thought it was his.

Above all, Lee Hui-hyeon can't even sense my spiritual energy, so how could he know how to find a Gasaengi's spiritual energy? He certainly wouldn't know how to release spiritual energy either.

Why didn't I think of this earlier?

"Haaaaaaah... fuck."

I muttered quietly with my head down. I was making assumptions again.

I overthought things for nothing. That damn extra Jeong Yu-na has been bothering me since yesterday, making me too tense to sleep at night. I swear, if she dies later...

When I entered the classroom, Lee Hui-hyeon was sleeping with his head down.

This guy is always sleeping. If he knew what kind of misunderstanding I had yesterday, he'd probably laugh his ass off.

Passing by the sleeping Lee Hui-hyeon, I headed to my seat and thought:

Anyway, I've achieved one of my initial goals, so now it's time to trigger the heroine affection events.

"Hi, Ye-a."

Jeong Yu-na greeted me with a smile, apparently thinking we'd become friends. I thought she had a sharp impression, but now I see she's just a dim-witted girl.

Fucking idiot, just like Lee Hui-hyeon. So I smiled brightly and said:

"Fuck you."
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Ji Seon-hwa was looking at two red-stained talismans. One belonged to Baek Ye-a, and the other to Lee Hui-hyeon.

Baek Ye-a's was, so to speak, a victory of intellect, effort, and flexible thinking.

She had achieved this result by understanding the habits of Gasaengi and using creative methods that avoided the rigid thinking common among inexperienced exorcists, along with effort to release spiritual energy.

Therefore, "a hardworking genius with flexible thinking" would be an apt description for Baek Ye-a.

But in Lee Hui-hyeon's case...

"Frightening talent. Why would someone with this level of skill deliberately come to Yegak Academy?"

Looking at the exam paper with Lee Hui-hyeon's name, Ji Seon-hwa frowned just as she had when she first saw it.

Why did Lee Hui-hyeon turn in a blank exam paper? If he had solved the problems, he could have easily taken first place.

But he approached the practical exam diligently, as if he had no intention of hiding his skills.

What could this mean?

Ji Seon-hwa thought that this year's class would be interesting in many ways.

Ch.8 - 1. Heroine, Baek Ye-a (1)
I woke up on Saturday morning, the end of my first week at Yegak Academy.

While it was technically the weekend, for me it was a day to organize my plans and purchase items in preparation for next week's heroine conquest and the first practical training that would follow.

In my previous life, I would have been rolling around in bed until the sun was high in the sky, but now I had too much to do and not enough time. So as soon as I opened my eyes at dawn, I got out of bed.

After pressing my aching head for a moment, I walked to the mirror before showering to check my hair. As expected, it had grown again.

I'd noticed this since my previous regression—my hair grows ridiculously fast. How does it grow so much in just one day?

I took scissors from the drawer and trimmed the noticeably longer ends of my hair that had grown overnight.

Having to trim my hair every single day was annoying, and I considered just letting it grow out, but long hair still felt uncomfortable. I suppose I'll get used to it later when I become too busy to even have time to maintain my hair.

After trimming my hair and taking a shower, I rummaged through the closet. Even though I'd grown accustomed to having a female body, I still couldn't bring myself to wear the girlish clothes that dominated the wardrobe. I barely managed to find some plain, acceptable outfits among them.

I'd noticed this while playing the game for achievement purposes during my one-time conquest route and during my previous regression after transmigrating—Baek Ye-a clearly dealt with her loneliness and lack of affection by decorating herself.

Among the heroines, she had the most elaborate casual outfits, which led to a meme on the Killing the Unkillable forum where people joked that since her performance in the game was garbage, she had to compete with visuals instead. I laughed mindlessly back then, but now I understood how Baek Ye-a felt.

But still, these clothes were excessively flashy. Some of them barely qualified as clothing at all, making me embarrassed just looking at them. Who designed these outfits? Even in the Killing the Unkillable world, is this some dating sim universe?

I couldn't afford to spend money on clothes yet since I needed to save for more important things, but I made a mental note to buy some plain clothes soon. I put on a pink long-sleeved shirt with white cotton pants, then prepared a quick breakfast from instant food in the refrigerator while reviewing my upcoming schedule.

Now that the skill assessment exam event was over, things would flow smoothly without major incidents until the first practical training.

In the game, this period was given as time to pursue the heroines before the first practical training, but I planned to use this time more productively to prepare for the future, beyond just raising the heroines' affection levels.

During my previous regression, I used this time to gather items for myself, but this time I needed to prepare items for our protagonist, Lee Hui-hyeon, as well.

The thought of that made me suddenly feel drained.

Having to take care of someone I didn't want to but had to, knowing disaster would strike if I didn't—it reminded me of being a squad leader in the military, looking after a problematic new recruit who was constantly on the verge of causing trouble.

Shit, I never expected to recall my squad leader days like this. I suffered through all that trouble, and in the end, that bastard still caused problems and got my leave canceled.

Speaking of problem soldiers, I just remembered I'd forgotten to check Lee Hui-hyeon's identity documents. I should look at those, but when?

After finishing breakfast, I threw away the trash and considered whether to take my cloak. Where I was heading now wasn't exactly welcoming to cloaked exorcists.

However, the cloak with the Baek Clan's emblem served to reveal my identity and prevent all sorts of trouble, so I was hesitant to leave it behind.

In my previous regression, I went out without the cloak because it was uncomfortable, but men kept hitting on me everywhere I went, despite my sword. I was seriously tempted to commit murder then.

I managed to hold back then, but now that I had to take care of Lee Hui-hyeon and was in a foul mood from recalling unpleasant military memories, I wasn't sure how I'd react if someone hit on me outside.

Well, I realized I didn't have to wear it the entire time—I could just put it in my bag for a while.

Having made up my mind, I grabbed my cloak with the emblem of a soaring falcon (representing the First Branch), my sword, and my bag before heading out.

The outside world was still peaceful, as befitting the early stages of the scenario. Shops were opening, people were walking around, and families were out enjoying the weekend.

The visible presence of Yegak Academy and the Divine Sandalwood Tree must give people peace of mind.

Even I, knowing everything that would happen, occasionally felt overwhelmed when looking at Yegak Academy and the Divine Sandalwood Tree. For people who had lived in this world for generations, protected by the barrier of the Human World maintained by the Divine Sandalwood Tree and the exorcists produced by Yegak Academy, the meaning of these institutions must be far greater than what appears on the surface.

That's why the aftermath when that faith collapsed was so devastating.

As I walked further from my house toward the shopping district, I saw many Yegak Academy students out enjoying themselves. In this world, like in my previous reality, many students wore their uniforms even on weekends, making them easy to identify.

Yes, it's good to enjoy peace while it lasts.

I wish I could enjoy myself carelessly like them.

Walking along the main road where many people were passing by, I turned onto a small path next to a tea house, which led to suspicious shops without even proper signboards.

I'd need to visit those places eventually, but right now I was heading to an apothecary that sold useful medicines effective until the mid-to-late game.

When I first transmigrated here in my previous regression, the path was extremely complicated and I got lost many times, but I eventually found it. In the original game, this shop remained locked in the store menu until mid-game, when protagonist Lee Hui-hyeon accidentally discovered the apothecary during an event where he got lost.

After transmigrating here for the first time and realizing I couldn't overcome certain events with Baek Ye-a's pathetic early-game abilities, I spent an entire day searching for this apothecary.

Later, I realized I could have found it much more quickly and efficiently by paying someone from the information broker guild to find it for me.

Finding the old apothecary tucked away in an alley where no one would think to look, I removed my cloak, put it in my bag, transferred the money pouch from my bag to my pants pocket, and opened the door.

As I entered, I was hit by a mixture of smells: medicinal herbs like those in a traditional pharmacy, unidentifiable musty odors, and the distinctive stale smell of old wooden furniture.

Inside, sitting against a backdrop of drawers resembling traditional medicine cabinets, was a bespectacled elderly man with an extraordinary presence and strong features, reading a newspaper. Seeing him, I knew I'd found the right place.

The old man folded his newspaper, removed his glasses, examined me carefully, and said, "Young exorcist, what do you need?"

Not everyone carrying a sword is an exorcist, but as expected, the old man identified me at a glance.

I was suddenly grateful that my eyes were golden rather than the blue eyes of the Baek Clan. If I had silver hair and blue eyes, he might have recognized me as a member of the Baek Clan.

In the game, only a shop window appeared with the old man shown as a small SD character reading a newspaper at the edge of the screen, so I hadn't realized that this old man not only disliked exorcists from powerful clans like mine but actually hated them. I almost wondered if the protagonist Lee Hui-hyeon could freely use the apothecary simply because he was unaffiliated.

Well, it makes sense—someone skilled enough to make these medicines wouldn't be in a place like this unless they had such antipathy toward the established order.

If I had entered wearing my cloak with the Baek Clan's emblem like in my previous regression, I would have had to spend a long time explaining my situation and appealing to his emotions to persuade him, wasting an entire weekend.
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Jin Baek-ha
Age: 89
Gender: Male

Abilities:
Strength A+, Agility A, Intelligence A+, Luck D, Spiritual Power A

Path to Enlightenment:
Veteran of a Hundred Battles
Spear-wielder of Reversal
Divine Physician

Status:
Normal
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Those are intimidating stats no matter how many times I see them. It makes me wonder what happened to make an exorcist of this caliber run an apothecary in a place like this.

Especially that "Veteran of a Hundred Battles" Path—in the game, this wasn't something just any old exorcist had. Only characters with extensive experience and great strength possessed it, and even I never obtained it in my previous regression.

In other words, I'd be screwed if I messed with him.

Fortunately for me, my All-Seeing Eye had served as an etiquette injector when I was rudely refused service in my previous regression, helping me withdraw politely instead of talking back. If I had talked back then...

Knowing the old man's temperament, I didn't waste time and immediately stated the name of the medicine I wanted in a very respectful tone.

"Yes, I came to buy three stat-boosting potions."

"Stat-boosting potions, eh? The same medicine requested by the customer who just left. Do you know the precautions?"

"Yes."

"The price is 1.5 million hwan each."

If they weren't so expensive, I would have bought everything I needed at once, but I didn't have enough money for all my future urgent needs, so I decided to buy the more useful stat-boosting potions first.

I was curious about the "customer who just left" comment, but figured there could be plenty of people looking for such items. To prevent my Baek Clan emblazoned cloak from accidentally falling out of my bag, I took out the money pouch I had put in my pocket earlier by the door.

If he saw the Baek Clan emblem now, he might not just refuse to sell to me for lying—the consequences could be worse.

This was a place I'd need to visit occasionally, and being banned due to a careless mistake would mean I couldn't obtain medicines needed for future scenarios.

"Here you go."

The old man took the money, didn't even count it, put it directly in a drawer, and handed me a small medicine pouch he took from the cabinet.

After leaving the shop, I walked far away before taking out my cloak and putting it on.

That old man is suffocating every time I see him. I'll be seeing him often in the future, so I must be careful not to make the mistake of wearing my cloak when I visit.

After leaving the alley, I was walking toward a bookstore to buy a revised edition of the Won-gak Cult scripture when I spotted an unmistakable figure in front of the bookstore.

The combination of a black turtleneck, black hooded jacket, and blue pants was the casual outfit of a game character I knew well. And that old sword—he might as well be advertising who he was from behind.

Why is that bastard there?

Judging by the bag in his hand, was he out buying books?

While I was debating whether to acknowledge him, Lee Hui-hyeon suddenly turned around.

"Oh."

With no time to hide, I found myself awkwardly face-to-face with Lee Hui-hyeon.

Though I initially planned to just say hello and move on, I was still suspicious of Lee Hui-hyeon lately, so I ended up sitting on a bench in front of the bookstore to chat and check what book he had bought.

I still had other stores to visit, but it was only morning.

"...So the book you bought is 'The History of Symbols'?"

"Yeah. It looked interesting as I was passing by."

The book Lee Hui-hyeon bought from the bookstore was called "The History of Symbols." I skimmed through it, but it only contained explanations about how the emblems of powerful clans, guilds, and families originated from certain events and objects, and why they took their current forms. Nothing particularly special.

Actually, this looks more interesting than I expected. Maybe I should buy a copy and read it later?

Come to think of it, he recognized the Baek Clan's emblem immediately before, and he got the last question right during the skill assessment test. Perhaps Lee Hui-hyeon is genuinely interested in history. There was no such characterization in the game.

I felt like I was finally understanding something clearly.

I thought I knew the game character Lee Hui-hyeon well, but that was an illusion.

The current Lee Hui-hyeon is Lee Hui-hyeon, but also not Lee Hui-hyeon.

The fact that I alone misidentified the illusion during the skill assessment test was because I didn't know enough about Lee Hui-hyeon, and at the entrance ceremony, I pressured him because I suspected he was a transmigrator.

I might have been able to brush it off once with my unusual eyes, but would the current Lee Hui-hyeon be as good-natured as in the game if something like this happened again?

For the sake of my future plans, shouldn't I get to know the current Lee Hui-hyeon better?

No matter how well everything else goes, it's meaningless if things don't work out with Lee Hui-hyeon. He's the only protagonist who can save this world.

Yes, since I'm planning to put this hardcore garbage-tier Lee Hui-hyeon in my team during the first practical training to carry him, I need to understand him better now.

"Thanks, I enjoyed the book."

After handing the book back, I bit my lip and kept telling myself:

He's a junior. He's a problematic junior I need to take care of.

After this self-affirmation, I called out to Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Hey, Hui-hyeon."

"Yeah?"

Lee Hui-hyeon looked at me as he took the book.

Shit, looking at him like this makes me want to beat him up.

My affirmation wavered slightly, so I took a deep breath to calm myself, forced a smile, and said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"Would you like to have lunch together, if you're free?"
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"Would you like to have lunch together, if that's okay?"

The response I had in mind was obviously "sure." Even though we hadn't known each other long, I thought we'd become somewhat friendly, at least on the surface.

I planned to learn more about the current Lee Hui-hyeon while chatting over lunch.

Sharing a meal is generally a good way to build intimacy with someone.

Well, even if I didn't like him, what could I do? Since we'd inevitably be connected, it would be better to establish a good relationship.

But when Lee Hui-hyeon received the invitation to dine together, instead of readily accepting, a hesitant expression flashed across his face.

Come to think of it, Lee Hui-hyeon had an extremely thin wallet in the beginning of the story. Maybe he didn't have money to eat out after buying books? Even if I disliked him, directly asking if he was short on money would hurt his feelings, so I should be considerate.

Thinking of it as an investment for the future, I came up with a suitable excuse.

"I wanted to apologize for suspecting you on enrollment day. I'll pay, okay?"

When I put it that way, Lee Hui-hyeon accepted without resistance.

"Alright, thanks."

He turned his back to me, opened his bag, and put the book I'd given him inside.

"Is there anything you'd like to eat?"

It wasn't really consideration—I asked to find out Lee Hui-hyeon's food preferences. In the game, he ate pretty much anything without being picky. I thought learning his food preferences might be useful later, but Lee Hui-hyeon answered without hesitation.

"Noodles."

"Noodles? Why noodles?"

"I've been wanting them for a while."

In reality, noodles wouldn't be a bad choice, but there's a reason for my reaction.

In the "Killing the Unkillable" world, there's no ramen.

Instead, noodles completely fill the void left by ramen—meaning that in this world, "noodles" are the instant food that's widely available, cheap, and can be bought at any store to cook quickly at home.

In fact, just as essential nutrients are added to ramen for vulnerable populations in the real world, the same is done with instant noodles here.

So when Lee Hui-hyeon said he wanted noodles, it was like saying he wanted to go to any snack shop and eat ramen.

I was planning to treat him to something expensive as an apology, but he asked for noodles. Maybe accepting food from others made him uncomfortable, even if it was meant as an apology.

Since I'm the type who follows through completely once I decide to treat someone, even someone I dislike, I asked Lee Hui-hyeon one last time.

"We could eat something more expensive if you want?"

"You said it was an apology. I want noodles right now."

Seeing his insistence on noodles, I asked him:

"Do you have a favorite noodle shop, then?"

"Yes, I think you'll like it too."

All noodle shops are pretty much the same, what could be so special?
Still, if that's what he wants, what can I do? If it were me, I'd have chosen somewhere really expensive.

But before that, I had something else to take care of.

Remembering my original purpose for coming to the bookstore, I stood up and before entering the shop, I told Lee Hui-hyeon:

"Wait here for a moment. I'll just buy a book and come right back."

"A book? What book?"

This kid is curious about everything. But I had looked at his book out of curiosity too.

After briefly considering whether I should tell him, I decided there was no harm in mentioning what book I wanted to buy.

"I'm looking for the revised edition of the Won-gak Cult scripture."

"Are you a Won-gak Cult believer?"

"Not a believer. I just need it for something later."

Instead of explaining further, I entered the bookstore and looked for the revised edition of the Won-gak Cult scripture—specifically, the first revision.

Buying a book before our meal might seem rude, even to someone like Lee Hui-hyeon, who was a hardcore difficulty-level punching bag junior acquaintance with a visual novel protagonist's generosity. But the reason I needed to do this first was because in the previous cycle, I had barely managed to find the last copy after visiting several bookstores.

I didn't think a book that hadn't sold well in the previous cycle would suddenly sell now, but you never know.

It should be in the religion section past the social studies, literature, and exorcism sections, where it had been gathering dust... but...

"Huh?"

It's not there. It's gone.

There was an empty space on the shelf just big enough for one book.

"What? Where did it go?!"

I shouted without thinking and ran my hand over the empty spot. While dust had gathered on other parts of the shelf, this spot was clean, indicating the book had been sold very recently.

Growing desperate, I went to the gaunt-looking, elderly bookstore owner sitting at the counter and asked:

"Excuse me, do you have the first revised edition of the Won-gak Cult scripture?"

"No. It just sold out."

Of all times, the revised edition of the Won-gak Cult scripture sold out right when I needed it most. I nearly cursed out loud but managed to hold back and asked calmly:

"Is there any way I could get one soon? I'll buy it. I really need it."

The bookstore owner looked at me for a moment, his eyes lingering on the emblem on my cloak.

Then, with a resigned sigh, he said:

"I can't get it now. Come back in a month. I might have one by then."

"That would be too late. I'll pay extra—isn't there any way? I'll pay upfront if necessary."

"How can I take money for something I'm not sure I can sell? I, Han Seo-yeong, have principles. I won't do something so unethical. Come back in a month."

His commitment to business ethics was admirable in a world that valued principles, but something else he said caught my attention.

"What do you mean you're not sure you can sell it?"

"Haven't you heard? Starting tomorrow, the Won-gak Cult is revising their scripture, so no scriptures will be available for a while. Come back later."

I walked out of the bookstore like a defeated soldier.

Damn, this is giving me a headache. The scripture revision has already started? How did things get so messed up?

The scripture I was trying to get was from before the World-Ending Cult's infiltrators corrupted the Won-gak Cult's doctrine.

I was wrong to assume I could get it in this cycle just because I managed to in the previous one. I should have acted sooner.

"Did you buy the book?"

I looked toward the voice and saw "that bastard."

What was the variable in this cycle? Right, it was that bastard. It was always that bastard.

But Lee Hui-hyeon isn't to blame. It's my fault for not ignoring him from the start.

Come to think of it, the reason he's acting differently from the previous cycle always traces back to my involvement. Maybe he came to buy "The History of Symbols" after seeing the emblem on my cloak.

It's my karma again, damn it.

So, using my well-practiced facial control to suppress the twitch in my eyebrow, I forced a smile and said:

"No, unfortunately I couldn't get it. Sorry for making you wait, and... damn it! Shall we go now?"

I said this to Lee Hui-hyeon with a smile on my face.

After walking through the marketplace with Lee Hui-hyeon for ten minutes, he remained completely silent.

Even though we were going to eat together, his silent walking made me feel ignored and made me want to beat him up.

Usually, even casual acquaintances would make some conversation while walking, but maybe he wasn't comfortable talking with me? Though he was known for being taciturn in the game, he chatted freely with other heroines. It's just with me that he's silent as a grave. Makes me want to kill him.

Walking alongside Lee Hui-hyeon, I decided to ask a question that had occurred to me.

"By the way, where are you from?"

Usually, the leading families of clans, associations, or bloodlines have hereditary traits or distinctive marks that allow people to identify or guess who they are just by appearance. But strangely, Lee Hui-hyeon didn't match any known traits. If he had black eyes with red rims—a trait notorious for its association with negativity—the name of his group would likely be known.

I wondered if he might be a mutant like me, born with different eye colors, but even the most fallen clan wouldn't let a child born with the red color symbolizing demons live.

So sometimes he seemed like someone who had suddenly appeared out of nowhere, but I hadn't paid much attention to it in the previous cycle. Now I needed to know more details. After all, he was the protagonist I had to support until the end.

"Well, I'm not really sure," he replied.

"What do you mean, you're not sure?"

"Since childhood, my clan moved around a lot. So while there are places I liked, I don't have a hometown. We never settled anywhere."

I was slightly surprised to hear Lee Hui-hyeon mention his clan. I hadn't expected that.

The reason I had specifically asked about his "hometown" was because I thought he would dislike his clan.

The current Lee Hui-hyeon is definitely unaffiliated. Everyone believed that in both the previous cycle and this one, so I could be certain of that.

But from the moment Lee Hui-hyeon mentioned his clan himself, things became unclear. From his tone, he didn't seem to harbor any resentment toward his clan.

I had only been able to guess Lee Hui-hyeon's background from the description of his "Old Sword," which transforms into the "Holy Sword of the Old Clan" when awakened. Now I thought I might be able to hear more details about his fallen clan.

Since I was supposed to be unaware of Lee Hui-hyeon's affiliation, I feigned ignorance and asked:

"So you had a clan? Where is your clan staying now?"

When I asked about his clan, Lee Hui-hyeon stopped walking.

I worried I might have asked something I shouldn't have, but fortunately that wasn't the case. He had stopped because we had arrived at what appeared to be the noodle shop he had mentioned. If he ignored my question now, I was planning to drop it and check his identity documents later, but suddenly Lee Hui-hyeon spoke.

"They're all dead."

His voice was unnervingly calm.

Before sitting down, I took off my cloak and placed it on the chair next to me.

"Are you really going to have soy sauce noodles?"

"Yes, the soy sauce noodles here are the best."

Even at the noodle shop in the marketplace, Lee Hui-hyeon still insisted on ordering the cheapest item.

Soy sauce noodles—a simple dish made by boiling noodles in a soy sauce broth—was delicious no matter who made it and cost only 2,000 hwan, making it popular among the common people. But when I had offered to treat him to anything, his insistence on such a cheap meal felt almost like disrespect rather than consideration.

But I knew he meant no harm. He was probably just uncomfortable receiving anything from someone else. How am I supposed to give him items if he can't even accept a simple meal?

While waiting for our food after ordering, Lee Hui-hyeon asked me:

"By the way, you're from the Baek Clan, right?"

"Yes, why?"

"I just realized this must be your first time in a place like this."

He only just realized that?

But even in real life, I was far from fancy restaurants and expensive cuisine, and that hadn't changed. I often filled my stomach with instant food.

My displeasure with Lee Hui-hyeon wasn't because he brought me, "Baek Ye-a of the Baek Clan," to a place like this, but because he insisted on cheap food when I had offered to treat him.

"Don't worry about it. I don't have particularly refined tastes, so I like this kind of food."

When our soy sauce noodles arrived and we started eating, I observed Lee Hui-hyeon. He ate his noodles with the formality of someone dining at an elegant gathering, as if he were from a prestigious clan himself.

I seriously doubted whether this guy was really from a wandering clan.

Sensing my gaze, Lee Hui-hyeon looked up from his noodles.

"Aren't you eating?"

"No, I am."

He's truly incomprehensible.

"Thanks for the meal. Next time, I'll treat you."

"No, don't worry about it. I said it was an apology. Anyway, I have something else to do, so I'll be going now."

"Alright, see you at the academy."

After Lee Hui-hyeon left, I thought about the revised edition of the Won-gak Cult scripture.

The scripture before the doctrine was corrupted.

I was foolish to let my guard down and miss getting it. It was a key item for an upcoming event involving one of the heroines and the Won-gak Cult. Could I find a used copy somewhere?

I didn't know who bought it, but I hoped they'd trip and smash their nose.

It was probably someone like Lee Hui-hyeon.

Damn it.
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Under a sky stained blood-red, as all things bloomed extravagantly and vanished fleetingly, there was a woman walking through it all, bleeding miserably.

With tattered clothes, a half-broken sword, and her once-beautiful appearance now in ruins, the woman continued to mutter empty regrets filled with sorrow and anger.

Is all this because of me? Did everything end up like this just because I wanted to be the protagonist of this world?

The woman who had been dragging her broken body forward soon fell to her knees.

Feeling the moisture that had seeped into the marigold field wet her face, she tore at her hair and wept.

No matter how strong I became, no matter what good Path I obtained, no matter what good weapons I acquired, it was impossible. Just because I was a heroine and not a protagonist, I couldn't do anything, and in the end, the world was destroyed.

Everyone died. In the end, the world entered the stage of destruction.

I probably won't be forgiven by anyone who died.

The blood that flowed down stained the ground, turning the marigolds red.

"I'm... sorry..."

The woman thought.

I want to die painfully. If that could repay even one ten-thousandth of what I've done...

If only I hadn't insisted on becoming the protagonist.

Then everything would have been different from now.

"Baek Ye-a."

At the sound of a deep voice calling her, the woman weakly turned around.

Against the blood-red sky, amid the blooming marigolds, two eyes with brightly glowing red rims were looking at her.

<>

Waking up at dawn with a headache, I couldn't fall back asleep, so I arrived at Yegak Academy early in the morning. Since my mind was cluttered with various thoughts as I left, I forgot to fix my hair, and the newly grown strands felt irritating.

Sitting at my desk and pressing against my insufferable headache, I muttered.

"Shit."

That day, I went to every place that dealt with books, but I couldn't find the scripture.

Did they already collect them all?

I'm screwed.

Due to the Won-gak Cult's practice of collecting and burning all previous editions whenever a revised version is released to prevent unnecessary doctrinal disputes, I couldn't find the scripture even in libraries.

It's not that the Killing the Unkillable world lacks the concept of document preservation, but the Won-gak Cult follows its own ancient rules, no matter how unreasonable.

Besides, unless you're a devout believer, you wouldn't keep the Won-gak Cult's scripture.

Not only is the scripture difficult to understand, but for those who aren't studying the doctrine, the most common religious practice in today's Won-gak Cult is to listen to sermons.

So I had planned to prepare an uncorrupted scripture in advance, then point out the distorted passages by comparing it with the corrupted scripture when it came out, but I failed to obtain an uncorrupted version.

Fortunately, since Baek Ye-a, whom I've transmigrated into, could use a variety of techniques that other exorcists couldn't even attempt—albeit with less power—thanks to her intelligence, her memory was excellent. It wasn't difficult to recall the passages I had compared before, but the problem was having the physical text.

Now that the scripture revision is complete, if a newly adult exorcist from the Baek Clan—who hasn't had deep relations with the Won-gak Cult until now—comes without a scripture and claims they're making a mistake, even if she is a successor candidate, albeit an illegitimate one who's been ostracized, they won't take her seriously.

To use an analogy, it's like a nominal believer who rarely attends services barging into an established religious group and shouting that their legitimately revised scripture, which went through internal consensus and proper procedures, is wrong.

It wouldn't make any difference.

Doctrinal corruption—one of the ticking time bombs in Killing the Unkillable's hardcore difficulty that will explode if left unattended.

A catastrophe brought about by the arrogance of "who would dare corrupt the Won-gak Cult's doctrine" and the vague confidence within the cult that since the last thousand years passed without problems, so would the future.

The signs of doom recently appearing in the borderlands and the increasingly extreme interpretation of "Annihilate Demons and Save the World" have influenced the Won-gak Cult, skewing the interpretation of doctrine toward the worship of power, which is precisely the problem.

Through the current scripture revision, they subtly distort the interpretation of the Path to Enlightenment to be closer to the Path of Ruin, gradually brainwashing believers by adding insidious interpretations during sermons, while simultaneously assassinating the existing Won-gak Cult leadership under the guise of accidents to take control of the organization.

This would trigger the "Fall of Dharma" event, one of the branching points leading to the extreme route related to the Won-gak Cult.

This would increase the "Dharma Destruction" metric, one of the three destruction metrics in the hardcore difficulty of Killing the Unkillable, which is also the goal of the World-Ending Cult: Destruction of Dharma, Destruction of Humanity, and Destruction of the World. If left unresolved, it would trigger the "Red Marigold" event related to the Won-gak Cult.

As can be inferred from the combination of the world's background, which considers red color negative, and the marigold, the flower symbolizing the Won-gak Cult and "The Enlightened One," the "Red Marigold" is certainly not a positive event—it's an event where believers are massacred.

True to the hardcore difficulty where anything related to demons is burned with maddening frenzy, the horrific massacre carried out by exorcists who belatedly discover that the Won-gak Cult has been tainted by demonic influence greatly damages the image of the entire exorcist community and creates a massive, difficult-to-heal rift in human society.

This would give the World-Ending Cult greater power when it finally reveals itself in the future—that goes without saying.

Does that bastard Sa-gan even know what door of calamity he's opened? Probably not. Damn it.

But it's my fault for not hurrying despite knowing something so important. I focused only on my own growth, thinking that just obtaining the scripture and doing as I did in the previous cycle would be enough to prevent it.

Should I wait until the situation becomes truly urgent and then solve it through the standard route?

That would take a really long time and hinder my growth.

As I was thinking of various methods in case things went that way, "that bastard" came in.

Well, I was just about to curse him in my mind, and here he appears.

That bastard, that useless junior, the one responsible for half of my headache.

"Hi, Ye-a."

"Yeah, hi."

Of course, I didn't forget to return his greeting with a bright smile. Even in the military, no matter how strange a junior acted, my facial expression management skills that never showed a frown to their face are shining now.

Lee Hui-hyeon greeted me lightly and then immediately sat down at his desk and put his head down.

If he's just going to sleep like that, why does Lee Hui-hyeon come so early?

Is the desk comfortable for sleeping?

"Ye-a, good morning."

In the middle of my thoughts, this time an extra from the Cheonghwa Clan with blue-dyed hair tips came up to greet me on her way to her seat.

"Are you here early because the desk is comfortable too?"

"Huh?"

Ah, I was just going to greet her.

My facial expressions are under control, but why can't I control my mouth? Damn it.

"What did you say?"

"Nothing, good morning."

Even after I tried to brush it off, Jeong Yu-na stood beside me, staring.

Did she understand what I meant?

"What's wrong?"

Jeong Yu-na pointed at my hair with her finger and asked with a puzzled expression.

"Somehow your hair looks longer today. Does it usually grow this fast?"

"Ah, my hair?"

So that's what it was.

My hair does grow fast enough for others to notice, but most people don't notice after just one day. It seems Jeong Yu-na has good observation skills despite her behavior.

Well, she does give a sharp impression, so maybe she's the type who lives up to her appearance.

No, during the skill assessment test, she misread the talisman of the registry and made me hit an illusion. So maybe not.

Then it must be coincidence.

"It does grow fast naturally."

"Ta... what?"

Only after hearing Jeong Yu-na's puzzled voice did I realize what I had said.

Right, there's no English in the Killing the Unkillable world. I was thinking "type" in my mind and said it without realizing.

"I mean, my hair naturally grows quickly."

I said with an awkward smile, and Jeong Yu-na replied as if understanding my struggle.

"I see. Mine grows quickly too, though not as fast as yours, so I just let it grow. A bob cut is convenient, but it's also work to re-dye the tips every time I cut it."

I thought that it must indeed be difficult to maintain a bob cut when, unlike me who just needs to cut it, she always has to dye her hair tips blue. If I were from the Cheonghwa Clan, I would probably just let it grow like Jeong Yu-na.

"Why not just skip the dyeing?"

Even knowing what tradition means to people in this world, I couldn't help asking.

Many traditions that disappeared in reality have various explanations for why they vanished, but when you get down to it, they disappeared because they were bothersome. I wondered if Jeong Yu-na might be thinking the same thing.

And her answer didn't stray from my expectations.

"You have interesting thoughts, Ye-a! But that's not possible. It's an ancient clan tradition. As you know, what our ancestors did all had reasons, and as a descendant, I can't just do as I please."

The Baek Clan has traditions too, but I don't know why we do them.

Though I do know who "my" ancestors are.

I certainly didn't mean it to be funny, but Jeong Yu-na laughed as if she'd heard something amusing.

I experienced this in the previous cycle too, but the sensibilities of this world sometimes elude me.

Even Jeong Yu-na, from the youngest generation, takes it for granted that dyeing her hair is necessary despite the hassle because it's tradition. It seems the Cheonghwa Clan's dyeing tradition will continue for quite some time.

As her laughter was about to die down, I asked on the off chance:

"By the way, Yu-na, do you happen to have the Won-gak Cult scripture?"

"Won-gak Cult? No, the Cheonghwa Clan follows the Doseon Cult... But why do you ask?"

"Nothing, I just need it for something."

I wonder if the Cheonghwa Clan has strong cohesion, since not everyone in the same clan would follow the same religion.

We weren't acquainted in the previous cycle, but since we know each other in this one, I asked just in case, but the answer was as expected.

Though even if she did follow the Won-gak Cult, I couldn't imagine Jeong Yu-na studying doctrine with scripture in hand.

But still, there's always a possibility.

"Why don't you ask Hui-hyeon? He might have one."

Lee Hui-hyeon? Well...

After Jeong Yu-na went to her seat, I recalled Lee Hui-hyeon's character settings.

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had no affiliation in the game, didn't have a specific religion, and the religions in this game were merely settings and backgrounds for advancing the story, making it systemically impossible to believe in them.

Sometimes people on the Killing the Unkillable gallery would roleplay as members of the World-Ending Cult or Won-gak Cult, but basically, Lee Hui-hyeon was irreligious.

Right, there's no way Lee Hui-hyeon would have the scripture.

Yet even as I thought this, I found myself walking toward him.
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Lee Hui-hyeon is the protagonist.

All the problems I'm currently racking my brain over are issues that were originally resolved by Lee Hui-hyeon in the game.

Even though he might not be able to quickly resolve situations by obtaining information in advance and preparing like I did in my previous playthrough, Lee Hui-hyeon was the one who could turn already-erupted situations toward the best possible outcome.

So I thought that if he happened to have the scripture, that would be great, but even if he didn't, he might come up with some kind of answer.

Even if there's no gain, at least doing something leaves a result.

In real life too, the most annoying people are those who complain that something bad will happen but don't actually do anything about it.

"Hui-hyeon, can you get up for a moment?"

"What is it?"

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been slumped over his desk, seemed quite tired as he raised himself up and rubbed his eyes with his left hand.

"Could we talk for a bit? I have something I'd like to consult with you about."

Instead of answering my request, Hui-hyeon briefly looked around.

"Is this something we can discuss in the classroom?"

As expected of a dating sim protagonist, he was naturally considerate.
Well, he was like that yesterday too.

But since this wasn't something so secretive that we needed to go elsewhere to discuss it, I sat down in the empty seat next to Hui-hyeon and said:

"Yeah, it's not something we need to go outside to talk about."

After briefly choosing my words, wondering where to start, I decided to just be honest.

"Actually, that scripture I was trying to buy that day—I really needed it."

"Oh really?"

Seeing him respond so casually with "Oh really?" made anger rise within me, but failing to get the scripture was entirely my mistake, and above all, I was asking for advice now, so I forced a smile and said:

"So I'm trying to get it, but it's become really difficult to find."

I was going to ask if he had it, or if not, whether he knew a good way to obtain one, but Hui-hyeon spoke first.

"I don't have the scripture either. Maybe you could borrow it from somewhere else?"

That was the carefree suggestion of someone who knew nothing about the situation. Did he think I hadn't checked the library? Slightly irritated, I straightened my posture and said:

"I already checked, but it wasn't in the library either. You might not know this, but scriptures are originally..."

"No, not the library. There are plenty of students at the academy who follow the Won-gak Cult. Not all of them are devout believers who study the doctrine with scriptures, but one of them might have it. Maybe they could help you."

"There's no way such a friend would..."

There is.

Among the heroines I haven't contacted yet, there's a very devout Won-gak Cult believer. Simultaneously, all the hardships I went through in my previous playthrough flashed through my mind like a kaleidoscope.

Well, they weren't exactly pleasant memories.

But would she be willing to lend her scripture to me when we're not even close and have just met?

...Wait, do I even need to borrow it?

Come to think of it, I might be able to solve this without having to take action myself.

I looked at Hui-hyeon with fresh eyes.

As expected of the protagonist. Making me come up with such an idea after just a brief conversation.

"Hui-hyeon, thank you. Thanks to you, I've had a good idea."

"That's good."

"I'll treat you to a meal again later. Not noodles this time."

But will this really work?

While I was genuinely grateful for the clue he'd given me, I continued to worry as I got up from beside Hui-hyeon and returned to my seat in the back.

The heroine who wields the stone staff belongs to a family that has tremendous influence in the Won-gak Cult.

In fact, her ancestor was the person who made the greatest contribution as an assistant to the "Enlightened One" faction during the First Great Human-Demon War and established the foundation of the Won-gak Cult.

Though not anymore, before the first revision, her family had consecutively held the position of Grand Master, the head of the Won-gak Cult.

Anyone with common sense would know whose words would carry more weight—mine or those of the heroine who wields the stone staff, the successor to such a distinguished family.

As long as this matter can be resolved easily, I don't care who resolves it.

Events related to the Three Destructions always had meager rewards and took a long time to resolve, so unless you were pursuing entertainment, quick resolution was the principle of any strategy.

Even when I was enjoying "Killing the Unkillable" as a game, I always sought quick resolutions unless I was enjoying the extremely dark atmosphere. Needless to say, this is even more true now that I've actually transmigrated into the game.

Even resolving the Path of Ruin only gave an achievement in the game with no actual benefits, and in this world I've entered, the only practical reward for resolving the doctrine contamination issue is preventing one branching point that leads to an extreme route.

Moreover, even in my previous playthrough, when such incidents became known to the public, they could greatly disturb public sentiment, so I was just given some money and slightly better treatment within the Won-gak Cult, but couldn't make a name for myself through this.

But what if I pass this matter entirely to the heroine who wields the stone staff?

Then the stone staff heroine would be happy to save the Won-gak Cult with her own hands, and I would be remembered by her as the greatest contributor to saving the Won-gak Cult.

If this goes according to my plan, it doesn't seem bad at all.

The problem is how to persuade her.

As a devout believer, she probably thinks the current revision is perfectly in line with the teachings of the "Enlightened One," just like the previous first revision. Can I persuade her well?

First, I took out a notebook from my bag where I had roughly written down how and why the doctrine was being distorted.

<>

Time passed, and it was lunchtime.

Even in the game, the heroine who wields the stone staff used to spend her lunch breaks reading books in the library.

When I opened the old-fashioned wooden double doors that exuded an antique atmosphere, the smell of aged books greeted me along with countless well-organized books arranged by classification numbers on old wooden shelves. Simultaneously, I spotted a small-framed woman sitting in a chair at a table in the library lobby, reading a book.

Black hair with purple eyes, a small but well-developed physique, a cute face but with eyes that seemed to gaze upon all beings with compassion like Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva, wearing a cloak emblazoned with a fully bloomed lotus emblem that made her beautiful yet somehow otherworldly.

A supporter with powerful supporting abilities recommended for all difficulty levels.

Jeon In-hwa, the successor to the Jeon Clan.

<>

Jeon In-hwa

Age: 17
Gender: Female

Abilities
Strength D, Agility D+, Intelligence A+, Luck A, Spiritual Energy A

Path to Enlightenment
Assistant of Compassion, Joy, and Giving (Inherent)

Status
Normal

<>

Unlike me, a crude jack-of-all-trades, her stats specialized in support caught my eye.

If only I had been a character specialized in something, I wouldn't have had to struggle so much to grow into an all-rounder.

"Fellow Student, what business do you have with me?"

Jeon In-hwa spoke without taking her eyes off her book.

If I didn't know about Jeon In-hwa, I would have stated my business, but the current Jeon In-hwa sometimes completely lost interest depending on what was said initially, so I quietly waited until she looked at me.

Soon, Jeon In-hwa took her eyes off the book and looked at me with her purple eyes as if examining me, then suddenly spoke as if she remembered something.

"Golden Eyes...? Ah, you're Fellow Student Baek Ye-a, who took first place in the skill assessment test with an ingenious strategy."

I could sense interest in Jeon In-hwa's voice and expression.

As evident from how she fell for Hui-hyeon in the game because of his unusual responses, Jeon In-hwa really liked unusual people. So she must have felt favorable toward me for taking first place with an unusual method.

She acknowledged me in my previous playthrough too.

"And you're the Fellow Student who said Gasaengi was cute, right?"

"..."

I felt like smacking Jeon In-hwa as she covered her mouth and giggled.

This girl who would go down with one hit from me remembers such useless things so well.

But I didn't show it outwardly and smiled instead.

"Yes, nice to meet you, Fellow Student Jeon In-hwa."

I thought about speaking informally like in my previous playthrough, but I decided that formal speech was more appropriate for the current situation, so I used formal speech like Jeon In-hwa.

After taking a deep breath, I activated the All-Seeing Eye and began to speak.

"Fellow Student Jeon In-hwa, no, I'll call you Fellow Believer now, as we are both believers. Fellow Believer Jeon In-hwa, do you believe that the current revision of the Won-gak Cult's scripture is proceeding in accordance with the will of the 'Enlightened One'?"

Jeon In-hwa looked up at me with her purple eyes wide open, then frowned as if displeased.

"That's certainly rude, Fellow Believer Baek Ye-a. The doctrine revision currently being carried out by the Won-gak Cult is clearly necessary. Revising the doctrine to reduce the anxiety of believers and help exorcists with their mental training while signs of destruction are being identified in the borderlands is an act faithful to the will of the 'Enlightened One.' Can you tell me the basis for your statement?"

I expected this kind of reaction. No, for a devout believer of the Won-gak Cult, especially the successor to the Jeon Clan, this reaction was actually quite rational and calm.

This isn't a bad start.

"As Fellow Student Jeon In-hwa knows, I am a successor candidate of the Baek Clan, but I'm being ostracized by my family."

Although this might seem unrelated to the current situation, it is definitely related.

I needed to start with the truth to add credibility to my lies and to lay the groundwork for what was to come.

"However, befitting a successor candidate, I have wide connections and know someone inside the Won-gak Cult. And that person, trusting my devout faith and the power of the Baek Clan, risked their life to pass on information to me. But as someone ostracized by my family, if I move carelessly, the truth will be buried and the person who risked their life to deliver this information will be in danger. Therefore, I came to deliver this information to Fellow Student Jeon In-hwa, whom I believe can be trusted."

Of course, this is a lie. If someone had noticed this crisis, they would have tried to resolve it through that person.

"Can you tell me that person's name?"

"I'm sorry, but that would be difficult until this matter is resolved."

Of course, it will remain difficult even after the resolution. By then, I'll have to say they left the cult and went into seclusion.

Speaking with the most serious expression I could manage, using the skilled facial control techniques I learned in the military, Jeon In-hwa slightly eased the anger she had been displaying until now.

"Fellow Believer Baek Ye-a, I understand what you're concerned about. Since ancient times, doctrine revisions have always occurred at important moments in the human world, so you're worried whether the teachings of the 'Enlightened One' can be fully conveyed. But for the past thousand years, the Won-gak Cult has always remained steadfast even in the greatest crises without any major problems. That's why I think you..."

As I observed Jeon In-hwa's expression with the All-Seeing Eye while listening to her increasingly rationalized story, I realized my words were almost getting through to her.

"No, this is information with a clear substance. In my hands, I have a handwritten copy that I transcribed myself to hide that person's handwriting. Right now, there is a group of demons hiding within the Won-gak Cult trying to defile the doctrine, and this group is involved in the ongoing scripture revision."

I showed the notebook I brought to Jeon In-hwa.

Since the scripture revision was proceeding with predetermined content to be revised, there was less risk of being accused of knowing in advance.

After looking at the notebook, Jeon In-hwa closed her eyes briefly, then opened them and said:

"Fellow Believer Baek Ye-a, do you know what will happen if this information turns out to be false?"

"I'll lose my position as a successor candidate of the Baek Clan, and of course, I'll be expelled from the family."

The Baek Clan might not believe in the Won-gak Cult as devoutly as the Jeon Clan, but they wouldn't miss such a good opportunity to get rid of me.

They would definitely expel me.

After briefly staring into space, Jeon In-hwa lowered her gaze and asked:

"Fellow Believer Baek Ye-a, what do the teachings of the 'Enlightened One' mean to you?"

At this sudden Zen-like question, I racked my brain.

The teachings of the 'Enlightened One'? I don't care. It's not even a real religion.

But since she wanted an answer, I needed to give a plausible one.

"To me, the teachings of the 'Enlightened One' are..."
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My final words seemed to be the decisive factor, as Jeon In-hwa eventually accepted my notebook and promised to look into this matter as a successor.

Contrary to my initial expectations, fortunately, Jeon In-hwa was easier to persuade than the Venerables I met in my previous playthrough.

Since she was the heroine I found most difficult to befriend in my previous playthrough, I thought persuading her would be even more difficult, so it was somewhat unexpected that she could be persuaded in this way.

Still, even though I've decided to entrust this to her, it's important to have a backup plan, so I should continue looking into the scripture myself.

When I entered the classroom, I immediately noticed Lee Hui-hyeon slumped over his desk as usual.

He sleeps every day.

I went closer and looked down at him, but there was no movement. I thought about hitting the back of his head under the pretext of a bug landing there, but I decided against it.

What does he do all day that he always sleeps like this at the academy?

I really don't understand him.

As I was about to go up to my seat, I wondered if I might have triggered a likability event from earlier, so I placed my hand on my temple.
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Baek Ye-a

Age: 17
Gender: Female

Abilities
Strength C, Agility C, Intelligence B, Luck E, Spiritual Energy C+(B)

Path to Enlightenment
All-Purpose Exorcist (Inherent)
All-Seeing Eye
Incomplete ???
Training

Status
Normal
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Good, I was a bit anxious, but I definitely triggered a likability event. Now I just need to maintain good relations with Jeon In-hwa until that becomes a B.

Solving the problem and getting an ability bonus—is this the reward for all my recent hard work?

Now all that's left is Huye Jin and...

"Ye-a."

My thoughts were interrupted by someone calling me.

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had woken up at some point, was resting one arm on the desk and pressing his eyes.

"Did it work out well?"

"Thanks to you, I think it's been resolved well."

"That's good."

And then Hui-hyeon slumped back down and started sleeping again.

Did he wake up just to ask me that? What a strange guy.

Was he this sleepy in my previous playthrough too?

Thinking I should buy him some green tea later to help him wake up, I returned to my seat.

Not just items—I need to help him wake up too. He's like a useless junior soldier.

<>

Jeon In-hwa, who remained in the library, rolled up the notebook and recalled her earlier conversation with Baek Ye-a.

"To me, the teachings of the 'Enlightened One' are destruction."

When Jeon In-hwa heard Baek Ye-a's answer, she was puzzled. "Destruction" is an extremely ominous word. Unlike "death," it signifies complete annihilation with nothing afterward.

So why would someone dare use a word typically reserved for monsters to describe the teachings of the "Enlightened One"?

But instead of getting angry, Jeon In-hwa decided to listen to the explanation.

"Why do you think so?"

"The teachings of the 'Enlightened One' are about giving value to everything that exists in the world and eliminating the greed that tries to possess them. Therefore, destruction."

"The teachings of the 'Enlightened One' are about eliminating the mind, which is the source of all sorrow in the world that we arbitrarily understand and create. Therefore, destruction."

"The teachings of the 'Enlightened One' are about eliminating the self that makes me believe I exist in this world and reject everything else. Therefore, destruction."

"That's why I think the teachings of the 'Enlightened One' are destruction."

After hearing Baek Ye-a's answer, Jeon In-hwa looked into her golden eyes.

Despite roughly summarizing the teachings of the "Enlightened One" with the ominous word "destruction" in front of her, the successor to the Jeon Clan, Baek Ye-a's expression was very calm and unwavering, as if she had conveyed her understanding without any fear of the consequences.

"...Please give me the notebook. Fellow Believer Baek Ye-a, I will look into this matter."

"Thank you."

Jeon In-hwa accepted Baek Ye-a's notebook with a respectful attitude, unlike before, as if addressing a true fellow believer.

After Baek Ye-a handed over the notebook and left the library, Jeon In-hwa thought to herself.

At first, she thought Baek Ye-a was lying.

There was no reason for someone high enough in the Won-gak Cult to be involved in scripture revision to give such tremendous information to Baek Ye-a rather than to herself, and even if that were the case, if the successor candidate of the Baek Clan, which didn't have particularly deep ties with the Won-gak Cult, had formed a connection with a high-ranking person in the Won-gak Cult, she would have known about it.

She thought the unusually strong impression left by the golden eyes at their first meeting was just a coincidence.

Just because the "Enlightened One" had golden glowing eyes didn't mean that someone with the traits of the "Enlightened One" would be like the "Enlightened One."

But after her dialogue with Baek Ye-a, Jeon In-hwa recalled an old story.

An old story that might be related to Baek Ye-a.

"Could it be that in this generation...?"

Thinking that she would seriously investigate the information Baek Ye-a had provided when she returned home, Jeon In-hwa put the notebook in her bosom and left the library.

Ch.12 - 1. Preparing For The First Practical Training (1)
After finishing the morning's basic classes, it was time for "Practical Spear Techniques," one of the applied classes.

Was I too hasty because of all these unexpected variables? I had attempted to win over the spear-wielding Heroine earlier than planned, when I should have waited until my abilities had grown a bit more.

"Ughack!"

I rolled across the ground with an undignified yelp.

The woman holding the paper spear looked down at me coldly.

Footsteps approached slowly, and a shadow fell over my fallen head.

"Does it hurt a lot?"

The impact with the ground had left me speechless. I should have said "I'm fine," but the words wouldn't come. Instead, I managed to croak out:

"I taste blood in my mouth..."

As I spoke, something trickled down the corner of my mouth.

Shit, it really split open. As if the early game wasn't pathetic enough, now I'm guaranteed to have a mouth ulcer.

"It's just a small tear inside your mouth. I once saw someone whose internal organs had ruptured. They kept vomiting blood in a much more horrific state."

I know that too. I saw it in the previous playthrough.

But more importantly, I didn't say anything about that.

I genuinely wondered what mental process led her to conclude I might have internal damage.

This woman casually saying terrifying things while extending her hand to me is Jin Seo-yeon, the spear-wielding Heroine I'm trying to win over and the successor to the Jin Clan.

In other difficulty levels, her charm lies in the kindness hidden beneath her rigid exterior, but in Hardcore mode, she conceals subtle psychopathic tendencies behind that same rigid exterior—a Heroine whose impression changes drastically depending on the difficulty.

She becomes more troublesome than Heroines who turn into enemies if not properly cared for, as she becomes a bomb that freely unleashes her psychopathic nature. I was anxious about this happening in my previous playthrough too.

The difference in difficulty levels probably stems from whether she had a mother who took good care of her in childhood, but she still almost crossed the line many times.

No, she actually did cross it. Thinking about it now makes me angry. That bitch.
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Jin Seo-yeon

Age: 17
Gender: Female

Stats
Strength B+ Agility B+ Intelligence C+ Luck B Spiritual Power B

Path
Demon-Slaying Spear (Inherent)

Status
Normal
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The paper forming the spear shape unfolded by itself and went into the leather pouch Jin Seo-yeon wore at her waist.

I thought this in my previous playthrough too, but it's truly an amazing technique. Creating something like that by placing simple spells on paper.

Later on, Jin Seo-yeon will be able to use that paper spear to pierce distant monsters, slice through them with a single swing, or make them explode—truly demonstrating the incredible power of an Inherent Path.

But why is mine like this? Fuck.

As I struggled to my feet, I saw the assistant instructor overseeing the spear practice, Seo Sae-rim, running over.

"Student Ye-a, are you alright? You were definitely thrown into the air... Is that blood?"

"I'm fine, Assistant Instructor. Just a small tear inside my mouth."

It was more than "small" considering blood was trickling down my face, but I spoke in the calmest tone possible since showing weakness here would effectively end any chance of winning Jin Seo-yeon over.

"Are you sure you don't need medical attention?"

"I'm really fine. Thank you."

After Seo Sae-rim left, Jin Seo-yeon spoke with an indifferent expression.

"Why don't we end today's practice here? Even exorcists' bodies have limits, and you shouldn't overdo it."

In another difficulty level, this would have been genuine concern, but coming from the Hardcore mode Jin Seo-yeon with her subtle psychopathic tendencies, the underlying meaning was different.

Simply put, it meant "You're weak. Get lost."

Fucking bitch.

I nodded weakly.
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Yegak Academy has basic classes in the morning and applied classes in the afternoon.

While basic classes are mandatory for all students, applied classes are optional. After basic classes, students can either go home to learn exorcism techniques from their families, or stay for more specialized training if they want.

One might think only students without family backgrounds would remain for these classes, but the quality of education at Yegak Academy—where outstanding exorcists from across the Human World gather to exchange knowledge through intense debates and discussions—is on a completely different level from what most exorcist groups teach. Therefore, unless there are special circumstances, most choose to stay for the applied classes.

To address why exorcists who already have basic training must attend mandatory basic classes: it's to broaden and deepen their foundational knowledge.

Except for my Baek Clan, most exorcists have inherited blood or innate qualities that give them exceptional talent in specific areas of exorcism. Even though each family or bloodline clan may excel in particular fields, an exorcist who can handle various situations by learning diverse disciplines is considered to be truly fulfilling their role.

Just as a desk with one broken leg can hardly be expected to function properly, when exorcists who can only perform in their specialized fields gather as a team, the moment one person is lost, the team's capabilities essentially become nonexistent.

Therefore, Yegak Academy's basic educational approach is to have students learn as many exorcism disciplines as possible in basic classes, then refine their specialized techniques in applied classes, helping them grow from novice to skilled exorcists.

As in the game, the Heroines attended applied classes until the end, either because great exorcist families were involved in establishing Yegak Academy or because they genuinely believed the quality of education surpassed their private training.

So I followed Jin Seo-yeon to her applied class, hoping to trigger likability events faster and reduce variables based on my previous playthrough experience. I relied on my past experience and the All-Seeing Eye, but while I could read all her attacks, I couldn't dodge them all. I should have realized that my current body had only mastered theory without ever actually using these techniques.

A moment to reconfirm my identity as Baek Ye-a, the pathetically incompetent third-rate exorcist. Fuck.

After the practice, I touched my temple to check if I'd triggered a likability event, but my stats hadn't increased at all.

The result was so predictable that I wasn't even disappointed.

She must have been quite let down. After I ranked first in the skills assessment test, she probably had high expectations, only to see me tossed around by a paper spear.

My mistake was thinking this would go well just because things worked out with Jeon In-hwa.

Maybe I should go to Huye Jin first.

"Nothing's working out..."

I muttered quietly as I slumped over my desk.

Things keep getting complicated in strange ways, and I'm not strong enough yet to go hunting for energy stones.

If someone else happens to find and absorb the energy stones before me...

This is giving me a headache. Let's not worry about things that haven't happened yet.

"Miss Ye-a."

I lifted my head at the sound of someone calling my name.

Wondering what extra was approaching me with what new variable.

"...Huh?"

Why is this woman talking to me now?

"I'm sorry, did I wake you?"

The woman who called me was Huye Jin.
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Huye Jin

Age: 17
Gender: Female

Stats
Strength C+ Agility B+ Intelligence C+ Luck B Spiritual Power B

Path
Nine-Demon Annihilation Archer (Inherent)

Status
Normal
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Her stats and Path seem the same as in the previous playthrough, but what variable has brought Huye Jin to seek me out this time?

Normally, one might be happy when someone approaches first in a situation where you'd typically have to make the first move. But Huye Jin is the successor to the Huye Clan. She has no reason to approach the ostracized successor candidate of the Baek Clan, with whom she has no particular connection or history, and from whom she would gain nothing.

If she's approaching me like this, there must be some benefit for her.

What could it be?

"What can I do for you?"

The thought crossed my mind that perhaps we knew each other in this playthrough, but that seemed unlikely. Considering Baek Ye-a's background story, it would be strange for her to know any exorcists at the academy.

"If you have a moment, could you spare me some time?"

I quietly followed Huye Jin. After walking a short distance, we arrived at the student lounge and sat facing each other. Huye Jin spoke first.

"Miss Ye-a, how are you thinking of forming your practical training group?"

She immediately brought up a sensitive topic.

"Pardon? How I'm going to form my training group?"

"Exactly. I'm asking how you plan to form your group for the upcoming first practical training."

"Why are you asking me that?"

Huye Jin smiled slightly.

"I thought it might help me form my own group if I knew how the person who ranked first in the skills assessment test was planning theirs."

Yeah, right. In the previous playthrough, you formed your group entirely according to your own judgment.

She's up to something.

I considered not answering, but like Jeon In-hwa earlier, Huye Jin held all the cards.

If I needlessly push back and miss the chance to trigger a likability event, it would hinder my growth.

A series of events that didn't happen in the previous playthrough. What would be the best response?

After organizing my thoughts, I decided to be honest.

"I do have some people in mind. Two of them."

Lee Hui-hyeon and Jeong Yu-na.

Lee Hui-hyeon was my top recruitment priority—I needed him in my group so I could naturally slip him items when distributing supplies as team leader and help him collect a few energy stones. Jeong Yu-na was an extra I only met in this playthrough, but I liked her strangely friendly demeanor.

At least she doesn't seem like the type to stab me in the back like Huye Jin standing before me.

After hearing my response, Huye Jin appeared to contemplate for a moment before speaking.

"Is Lee Hui-hyeon one of those two people?"

I couldn't help but be surprised by her question about Lee Hui-hyeon.

What's going on? Have I been hanging around Hui-hyeon too much lately? First Jeong Yu-na, and now everyone seems to know that Hui-hyeon and I are acquainted.

"Yes, Hui-hyeon is one of them."

"Good, in that case, let me be straightforward. Would you consider giving up Lee Hui-hyeon to me?"

For a moment, I couldn't believe my ears.

Ch.13 - 1. Preparing For The First Practical Training (2)
"Give it up...?"

I was greatly taken aback. Give up Lee Hui-hyeon? This was something I'd never heard in previous cycles.

At the same time, I calmed my thoughts.

This was no longer a meeting between students discussing team formations. It had become a battle of nerves between the successor of the Huye Clan and a successor candidate of the Baek Clan, with "talent" caught in the middle.

Of course, I'm not saying Lee Hui-hyeon is talented—he's not quite as worthless as I am, but he's still just early-game cannon fodder on hardcore difficulty.

But for the Huye Clan's successor, Huye Jin, to come directly to me asking to give him up... it meant she saw something in Lee Hui-hyeon worth fighting for, even if it meant confronting me, a successor candidate, despite my being ostracized.

I needed to understand her intentions clearly.

"Do you understand what you're asking?"

"Of course I'm not just asking you to give him up without compensation. If you hand over Lee Hui-hyeon, you'll not only be doing me a favor, but you'll also gain my goodwill even after graduating from Yegak Academy."

Seriously, what's so appealing about Lee Hui-hyeon? He just sprawls out sleeping whenever he's at the academy and ranked 25th—middle of the pack—in the skills assessment test.

I know he grows stronger later, but could his potential have shown itself in this cycle despite being hardcore garbage in the early stages?

On the surface, this might sound like nonsense from a girl who needs several slaps to come to her senses, but what matters is who's speaking.

Earning the favor and goodwill of the designated successor to a great exorcist clan is no small thing in a world where tradition and formality are paramount. It's like gaining powerful backing. And since I'm a successor candidate of the Baek Clan, the intangible value is immeasurable.

Yeah, so immeasurable that I couldn't care less about it.

To me, who had no intention of building power within the family to become the Baek Clan successor, nor any ambition to climb high in exorcist society, Huye Jin's offer was as empty and worthless as an adult's promise to take your New Year's money now and return it with interest later.

Even if she'd waved a sack full of gold in front of me, I wouldn't have accepted. The world's survival was at stake, and she didn't know the game information like I did, nor did she seem likely to develop Lee Hui-hyeon better than I could.

"This is quite sudden. Have you asked Hui-hyeon for his opinion?"

I started with a light probing question.

"No, I haven't asked the person in question yet."

The reason such conversations can happen without involving the subject is because exorcists without backing rarely refuse offers from great exorcist clans.

She probably approached me behind the scenes to secure the authority to take Lee Hui-hyeon, assuming her offer would be accepted as a matter of course. But Huye Jin overlooked one fact.

Lee Hui-hyeon absolutely doesn't behave like people from this world.

His way of thinking was that of a modern person with ideals.

"But is that necessary? If Ye-a, who has a close relationship with him, doesn't make an offer, he'll certainly choose me, the successor of the Huye Clan."

The assumption that the other person's decision is already made.

Even for me, who's been transmigrated here for some time, that kind of thinking is hard to understand.

But Huye Jin's behavior isn't unusual. In the "Killing the Unkillable" world, high-ranking exorcists naturally think this way. What's actually unusual is that she came to me directly—a successor candidate who's ostracized within my own clan—to ask my opinion and try to persuade me.

"May I ask why you're so interested in Hui-hyeon? Someone of your status as the Huye Clan successor shouldn't need to fixate on one person like this."

"The fact that you're asking that question proves you're not qualified to be Lee Hui-hyeon's team leader, don't you think?"

So she won't answer.

But damn, that's harsh.

She has no idea about what will happen in the future, where the key events are, how to counter the Five Demons, who can kill the Unkillable, or what kind of person Lee Hui-hyeon is.

Among the three heroines, Huye Jin is relatively mild-mannered, but she doesn't hesitate to make such aggressive statements when it comes to recruiting talent.

She clearly analyzed that Baek Ye-a is tough on the outside but soft inside, and planned to intimidate me before offering good conditions to take Lee Hui-hyeon.

Knowing your opponent is a basic principle of negotiation.

But while I am "Baek Ye-a" now, I'm not really Baek Ye-a, and I know quite a bit about Huye Jin and how this world works.

So here...

"Are you that insecure?"

"Excuse me?"

The only way is to respond in kind.

"To think the Huye Clan successor would come to a Baek Clan successor candidate asking to give up talent—I guess the rumors about the Huye Clan's ability to recruit talent, even claiming they could bring in the five disciples of 'The Enlightened One' given enough time, were just gossip from storytellers who love tall tales."

"Are you insulting my clan right now?"

"No, I'm stating facts. In the past, the Huye Clan would approach promising talents directly, multiple times if necessary, to make recruitment offers. But now the Huye Clan successor is trying to acquire talent through backroom deals without any concern for the individual's opinion. Aren't you ashamed before your ancestors?"

While this sounds plausible at first, it's full of points that could be picked apart.

Huye Jin, despite being the successor, personally came to speak with me and requested that I give up Lee Hui-hyeon.

Compared to other clans that would send subordinates to inquire, a successor personally making efforts to acquire talent should be praiseworthy for a Huye Clan successor.

But true to someone from a world where tradition is paramount and ancestral inheritance has absolute influence, Huye Jin was rendered speechless just by the mention of ancestors and clan.

She's probably hesitating to respond because she knows saying the wrong thing would make her look bad.

So Huye Jin's response is predetermined.

"What exactly are you trying to say?"

Got her.

"I have a proposal. Both you and I need Hui-hyeon. So let's compete for him."

"You mean if I want good talent, I should defeat you first?"

"Yes. When good talent is at stake, competition is natural."

Hearing my words, Huye Jin looked at me with an expression of interest.

"So your earlier question was to test me? I see you in a new light, Ye-a."

Huh? What? Why is she suddenly seeing me differently?

Then I remembered how I'd sincerely asked why she was so interested in Lee Hui-hyeon.

I was genuinely curious, but she misunderstood because of all this talk about talent.

But not feeling the need to correct her misunderstanding, I quietly smiled.

Seriously, why am I getting caught in so many misunderstandings lately?

Taking my smile as confirmation, Huye Jin adopted a serious expression.

"Very well. As you said, competition between clans for good talent is natural. From now on, I'll compete with you to recruit Lee Hui-hyeon. And I'll show you that the Huye Clan's recruitment abilities haven't rusted."

I suddenly felt my stomach turning.

<>

"Fuuuuck... shit."

Fucking Lee Hui-hyeon, stupid Huye Jin.

As if I didn't have enough to worry about, now I have to compete with the Huye Clan successor over recruiting Lee Hui-hyeon.

Wait, why do I have to fight with Huye Jin over Lee Hui-hyeon in the first place?

Oh, right. Because the world might end. Fuck.

Even trying to think positively, the fact that I'm competing over Lee Hui-hyeon specifically makes me lose all energy.

That bastard, that irritating guy, responsible for half my headaches.

What the hell does he do that catches Huye Jin's eye?

Useless bastard. Just creating tons of variables in this cycle.

I'm trying to give him a ride on the bus to save the world, and obstacles keep popping up everywhere.

Plus, if word gets back to the Baek Clan main house that I'm competing with Huye Jin over "talent," things will get even more complicated.

It's already precarious just being a team leader, and now rumors might spread that I'm contending with the Huye Clan successor to acquire talent?

They'll think, "That Baek Ye-a has been behaving herself until now, but she's finally revealing her ambitions!" and start trying to keep me in check.

And all my actions so far could be interpreted as groundwork for aiming at the successor position, while living alone away from the main house might be seen as establishing an outside base to avoid internal surveillance.

No, if I can think of this interpretation, they'll definitely misunderstand me this way.

Baek Ye-a planning some grand scheme? Don't make me laugh.

"Damn it."

But now isn't the time to worry about that. What's done is done.

Yes, this was the only way.

I pressed my throbbing head and began formulating a plan for how to bring "that bastard" over to my side.
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Huye Jin, the successor of the Huye Clan.

In other difficulty levels, she's stronger and more reliable than anyone, but in hardcore mode, she becomes mentally fragile and increasingly struggles as the game progresses.

If you take good care of her, she becomes a dependable companion for Lee Hui-hyeon in all routes. But for Baek Ye-a, the heroine who doesn't receive protagonist privileges, Huye Jin was truly a difficult woman to deal with.

I did manage to keep her around until the end, but it ultimately ended in betrayal.

That's why I can firmly say no to the question of whether I should hand over Lee Hui-hyeon to maintain a good relationship with her and gain stat bonuses.

It might benefit my growth immediately, but what's important is Lee Hui-hyeon's development.

At first, I thought about proposing a competition to Huye Jin while planning various strategies to bring Lee Hui-hyeon over without becoming enemies with her, trying to trigger her affection events. But I realized that from the moment we started competing over the "talent" that Huye Jin had her eye on, I'd probably have to give up on triggering any affection events.

My body trembled again at the miserable reality of having to compete with Huye Jin over Lee Hui-hyeon while giving up stat bonuses, but it was still better than when I first decided to become friends with Lee Hui-hyeon. So I sat in the classroom relatively calmly, waiting for him.

Once I've decided to confront her, I'll bite without thinking about the consequences.

I didn't even consider the possibility of losing the competition. If that happened...

"Ye-a, aren't you going? Your expression looks serious—are you okay?"

I composed my expression and turned to see Jeong Yu-na leaning forward with her arms behind her back, looking at me.

Hmm, something about this is irritating.

But since Jeong Yu-na wasn't at fault, I smiled and brushed it off.

"No, I'm fine. I'm waiting for someone. You go ahead."

"Waiting for someone?"

Jeong Yu-na glanced at the seat in front of me for a moment, then smiled meaningfully.

"Ah... I see. So that's how it is with you young people? Good luck."

Jeong Yu-na made an encouraging gesture, pulling both fists downward, then left the classroom.

Not being stupid enough to misunderstand the meaning behind that smile and gesture, I felt a vein throb at my temple.

Well, I understand. When you're in school, people start gossiping about who's dating whom at the slightest hint.

Yeah, that would be fine if it wasn't about me.

This traditional, stuffy Extra who can't even dye her hair freely is surprisingly progressive in the strangest ways. She's asking for trouble.

Feeling the need to eventually explain my relationship with Lee Hui-hyeon to her, I suppressed my headache and muttered.

"Damn it..."

As some students left with their bags and the traffic in and out of the classroom gradually decreased, I saw Lee Hui-hyeon and Huye Jin entering together, just as I had expected.

"Come to think of it, isn't the Huye Clan primarily known for using bows? If that's the case, you should be fine just learning the basic swordsmanship taught in class."

"Although we have an Inherent Path related to archery, I'm also mastering swordsmanship to prepare for potential close combat. When did you start learning swordsmanship, Hui-hyeon?"

Looking at them now, they truly made a perfect couple. It really felt like I was in a dating sim world.

But listening to their conversation, I couldn't help but feel dumbfounded.

Basic swordsmanship? As far as I knew, Huye Jin never needed to learn the advanced swordsmanship taught in the application classes.

Later on, she could create multiple bows or arrows out of thin air and control them at will.

Besides, in the previous playthrough, she never once showed herself using a sword.

But seeing them enter together, it was clear they had attended the same advanced class.

Don't tell me she's learning swordsmanship just to get closer to Lee Hui-hyeon?

If so, I can respect the effort, but seeing Huye Jin so calmly lying to form a connection with Lee Hui-hyeon made me realize this must be how others perceive her.

When I was playing as the protagonist Lee Hui-hyeon, it just seemed cute, but watching from the outside like this gives me chills.

Is this why the perspective of immersion matters so much?

"Ye-a."

"Hi, Hui-hyeon."

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been chatting with Huye Jin, suddenly looked up at me and called my name. At the same time, Huye Jin, who had been sticking close to Lee Hui-hyeon, looked at me and greeted me with a natural smile.

"Hello, Miss Ye-a."

As we exchanged greetings, Lee Hui-hyeon asked with curiosity.

"Do you two know each other?"

"Yeah, we got to know each other somehow."

"Yes, we became acquainted by chance."

In the brief silence that followed, I decided to tease Huye Jin.

Since we're already on bad terms, I might as well go all out.

"By the way, Miss Huye Jin, did you say you learned swordsmanship?"

Still smiling, but with a smile that somehow felt malicious, Huye Jin replied.

"Did you hear? Yes, I decided to learn advanced swordsmanship starting today."

"I'm just learning today that Miss Huye Jin is taking all these advanced swordsmanship classes. I heard the Huye Clan doesn't need to study swordsmanship in depth."

Huye Jin laughed casually and said.

"Hehe, not all members avoid learning it."

She lies as easily as breathing.

What started as an attempt to tease her turned into a revelation of how casually Huye Jin tells lies. I almost found myself about to bring up inside information that only Huye Clan members would know, just to spite her.

Deciding I'd teased Huye Jin enough, I smiled at Lee Hui-hyeon and said.

"Hui-hyeon, if you don't have plans, would you like to go for tea with me? I want to thank you for the helpful advice you gave me this morning."

Before Lee Hui-hyeon could answer, Huye Jin cut in.

"Miss Ye-a, I'm sorry, but Hui-hyeon already has plans with me."

"What? Is that true, Hui-hyeon?"

Huye Jin already made plans with him?

I turned to Lee Hui-hyeon for confirmation, and he spoke up.

"That's right, I have plans with Jin today."

"...I see."

Seeing how casually they had made plans together reminded me of a long-forgotten fact.

Right, Lee Hui-hyeon, that bastard, was the dating sim protagonist.

In the previous playthrough, meeting alone with Huye Jin was only possible after becoming quite close, but this guy already made plans with her.

And they're already on a first-name basis?

In the previous playthrough, I always had to address her formally with honorifics?

Is this the plot convenience of a dating sim protagonist?

"Then I'll be going now."

"See you tomorrow."

The two of them left the classroom, leaving me behind.

"...Damn it."

Somehow... I feel like a loser.

As another headache came on, I pressed my head and slumped over my desk.

<>

Two sets of footsteps echoed through the hallway.

Huye Jin, a woman with dark blue hair reaching her shoulders and gray eyes, asked Lee Hui-hyeon.

"By the way, where did you learn swordsmanship, Hui-hyeon?"

Lee Hui-hyeon frowned slightly at the question that had been repeated countless times.

This question again?

Once, he had told a bit of the truth, but at some point, Lee Hui-hyeon had started making up various lies for fun.

That he received techniques as thanks from a martial arts master he had helped.
That he had achieved enlightenment and could see how to wield a sword.
That he learned naturally while rolling around.
That he had a Path related to swords.
That he met a Divine Beast who taught him.

Since Lee Hui-hyeon actually had innate talent, no matter what ridiculous excuse he gave, everyone eventually accepted it as truth. So whatever he told Huye Jin now would eventually be believed as fact.

But now tired of even coming up with these stories, Lee Hui-hyeon decided to mix a little truth with a slight lie.

"I've been honing the swordsmanship of the clan I originally belonged to for a very long time."

"I see."

When the mention of "the clan he originally belonged to" came up, Huye Jin quickly wrapped up the conversation topic. Mentioning any group one used to belong to probably wasn't a pleasant subject.

Besides, Huye Jin didn't really care where Lee Hui-hyeon learned swordsmanship.

She hadn't approached Lee Hui-hyeon solely because of his strength.
This was something Baek Ye-a probably knew as well.

Rehearsing her prepared words several times, Huye Jin nervously opened her mouth.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, have you decided on a team yet?"

Having reached the school gate, Huye Jin finally brought up the team discussion she had been postponing.

Originally, this was a proposal she should have made as soon as she met Lee Hui-hyeon.

Before first contacting Baek Ye-a, Huye Jin had approached Lee Hui-hyeon casually, thinking of him as just a skilled exorcist without a background. But she soon had to change that perception.

Just making eye contact with him gave her an overwhelming feeling, but different from what she usually felt around strong people. She had seen many such people within her clan.

In her childhood, her late great-grandfather Huye Han, despite his aged body, had fought ferociously against monsters to protect her and her siblings. Even as he was being torn apart alive, he never gave up, fighting fiercely until other exorcists from the clan arrived. Lee Hui-hyeon had that same spark that her great-grandfather had shown only in his final moments.

She couldn't understand why Lee Hui-hyeon, who hadn't lived even half as long as her late great-grandfather, possessed that same spark that her great-grandfather had only shown in his final moments. But Huye Jin knew one thing for certain.

She shouldn't approach him carelessly as she would other exorcists, nor should she let him slip away.

To Baek Ye-a, she had pretended not to care about the person's opinion, acting as if she simply wanted talent, but Baek Ye-a wasn't amateur enough to fall for such shallow tactics.

Despite ranking first in the previous skill assessment test and being close to Lee Hui-hyeon, Baek Ye-a had refused Huye Jin's bold offer to become a strong backing if she handed over Lee Hui-hyeon. Instead, Baek Ye-a had challenged her to defeat her if she wanted to take him.

Baek Ye-a, who was as perceptive as herself, had already recognized Lee Hui-hyeon's value.

A woman she couldn't let her guard down around.

She must be planning something big.

"No, I'm still thinking about it."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's expected answer, Huye Jin asked with slight relief.

"In that case, would you consider joining my team?"

"Your team?"

Lee Hui-hyeon thought for a moment, then said.

"That wouldn't be bad."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Huye Jin's face brightened.

"Then..."

"But, I still have something to check first."

At the words that followed, Huye Jin recalled the conditions she had prepared in advance.

From the beginning, Huye Jin never intended to persuade Lee Hui-hyeon with just words.

While the ideal of "Annihilate Demons and Save the World" was important, the most crucial factor in keeping talented individuals in an organization for a long time was satisfying their desires for honor and material needs.

This was a basic principle known to any exorcist in a high position within the Huye Clan.

"What is it? If you have any conditions..."

"No, not that."

Lee Hui-hyeon turned his gaze toward the academy where Baek Ye-a might still be and muttered.

"There's just something bothering me."
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After waking up in the morning, I was about to cut my silver hair that had grown noticeably while I wasn't paying attention before entering the bathroom, but I put the scissors back down.

It's becoming a hassle to cut it every day, and it's not really bothering me yet, so I'll just cut it all at once later.

After showering and having instant food for breakfast, I put on my school uniform and the cape embroidered with the school emblem. As I stepped outside to the sound of birds chirping noisily, I saw the peaceful everyday streets that always greeted me.

"...My head hurts."

Trying to suppress my headache, I arrived at Yegak Academy and entered the classroom to find Lee Hui-hyeon sitting at his desk reading a book.

...Huh? What's this?

Experiencing a moment of cognitive dissonance, I double-checked to make sure the person sitting there was really Lee Hui-hyeon.

This is a new pattern—he's always been sleeping with his head down whenever I arrive.

No, that's not right. He was sitting and reading a book on the first day too. It hasn't been that long, but I forgot because I've only seen him sleeping lately.

Hearing the classroom door open, Lee Hui-hyeon briefly closed his book and looked at me.

"Hi, Ye-a."

As Lee Hui-hyeon waved lightly, yesterday's events flashed through my mind. I forced a smile by pulling up the corners of my mouth and said:

"Hi, Hui-hyeon. You're early? Living in the dorms, you wouldn't need to come this early."

"I woke up at dawn and had nothing to do."

Waking up at dawn with nothing to do so he came here? If it were me, I would have just slept more.

Do people normally come to school at dawn when they have nothing to do? No wonder he's always sleeping.

Come to think of it, last time he said he came early because he was nervous about the first class and couldn't sleep well, but maybe he just likes coming to school.

"What did you talk about with Huye Jin yesterday?"

This question might be considered rude to someone with the typical mindset of the "Killing the Unkillable" world, but since I was talking to Lee Hui-hyeon and we were at least outwardly friends, I asked with simple curiosity.

"We just had dinner together."

"That's all?"

"Before eating, she asked if I wanted to join her squad."

So she set up the meeting and made that offer before dinner.

I thought she would make the recruitment offer after getting closer to him, but it seems Huye Jin is more eager to recruit Lee Hui-hyeon than I expected. What makes this hardcore early-game fodder Lee Hui-hyeon so desirable that she's rushing to recruit him?

Even if she saw growth potential, isn't this a bit excessive?

Then I remembered what I had said to Huye Jin.

Right, I was the one who provoked her first by asking if she wasn't ashamed of her family and ancestors. I was also the one who suggested we compete to see who could recruit him.

So now she's so fired up that she's actively trying to crush my pride.

Once again, I'm reaping what I sowed. Damn it.

While the recruitment question itself isn't a problem, what matters is how Lee Hui-hyeon responded.

It wouldn't be a major issue if he had accepted Huye Jin's recruitment offer. There was still time before the squad registration deadline, and given Lee Hui-hyeon's strong sense of responsibility, I had means to change his mind even if he had firmly decided.

But if Lee Hui-hyeon had agreed to join Huye Jin's squad and I tried to get him to break that promise to join my squad instead, then Huye Jin would truly become my enemy.

She would resent both Lee Hui-hyeon for breaking his promise and me for taking him away.

That could lead to something beyond mere competition.

At the same time, I couldn't reveal to Huye Jin—who thinks and acts strictly according to the "Killing the Unkillable" world's mindset—the methods I used to draw in Lee Hui-hyeon. So I hoped he hadn't accepted her offer as I asked:

"So what did you tell her?"

"I asked for some time to think about it. I didn't feel like deciding right now."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's answer, I let out a small sigh of relief.

Good, at least he hasn't decided yet.

This was good news for me, as it meant I had more options to safely recruit him.

As we were talking, I noticed other students coming in, and I thought it was time to wrap up our conversation. Huye Jin tends to arrive early too, so she's probably on her way now.

If she sees us talking, she'll definitely try to interrupt, so I thought I should quickly set up a meeting.

"Hui-hyeon, are you free today?"

"Yes, why?"

This guy, did he completely forget about yesterday?

Being careful not to let any irritation show in my tone, I spoke as gently as possible.

"I told you yesterday I wanted to buy you tea to thank you."

"So you want to go today?"

"Yes, would you like to go together after school?"

"Okay."

Thinking our conversation was over, Lee Hui-hyeon opened his book again.

"By the way, what book is that?"

"The one I bought at the bookstore last time."

Lee Hui-hyeon held up the book to show me the cover.

"Ah, that book."

"The History of Symbols"—the book Lee Hui-hyeon showed me in front of the bookstore when I failed to find the Won-gak Cult scripture.

Last time, I thought it looked interesting and planned to buy a copy later, but now that Lee Hui-hyeon has it, I wondered if that was necessary.

Right, with Lee Hui-hyeon's personality, he'd probably lend it to me.

"Could you lend it to me after you're done reading it?"

"This book? Sure, I'll lend it to you when I'm finished."

Lee Hui-hyeon readily agreed to lend me the book and turned his attention back to reading.

Now that I'd made plans with him, I had no more business with Lee Hui-hyeon, so I went to my seat.

I've set up the meeting, now it's time to reconsider my own problems.


"...So the most important thing for Exorcists is to detect and eliminate demons. Exorcists learn to sense Demonic Energy from childhood, but occasionally there are powerful demons who hide their energy and pretend to be human. In such cases, the methods to detect these demons are..."

During one of the morning basic classes, theory class.

Ji Seon-hwa was lecturing from the podium, but since I already knew all the content, I was organizing my proposal for Lee Hui-hyeon while pretending to take notes and thinking about alternative growth paths.

Things had already diverged significantly from my previous run.

Why were so many things different from my previous run?

It was because I had drawn in Lee Hui-hyeon.

In reality, there were quite a few variables that had emerged with Lee Hui-hyeon at the center.

I had pulled in the Protagonist Lee Hui-hyeon without considering the butterfly effect that would occur, and tried to proceed in the same way as in my previous run when I hadn't involved him—so it was only natural that various variables would emerge.

I might as well accept that I can no longer use the growth methods from my previous run.

There was still a possibility of triggering Jin Seo-yeon's affection event tree, but if I got awkwardly involved with her and she somehow ended up connected with Lee Hui-hyeon, things could get very complicated. So I decided to boldly give up on Jin Seo-yeon's affection event trigger.

At least I had triggered Jeon In-hwa's affection event, so that was something.

Of the three heroines who could provide stat bonuses—the most important part of the orthodox growth route I had been pursuing—my relationship with Huye Jin had soured, and I had given up on Jin Seo-yeon. But my goal of becoming an all-rounder remained unchanged.

In hardcore difficulty, no heroine is an absolute ally, and I, as a versatile character, could fill in the gaps that would normally be filled by other heroines who should be helping Lee Hui-hyeon.

Since I had abandoned the orthodox growth path from my previous run, to become an all-rounder, I needed to actively acquire artifacts from the beginning.

Originally, I had planned to develop my stats first and then leisurely collect artifacts, but given the changed situation, I decided to use the stat-boosting potion I had prepared earlier to acquire one of the most efficient artifacts available at this point during this weekend.

With this artifact, I wouldn't need to change weapons until the very end—the game's ending point.

It felt wasteful in many ways to use one of the three limited doses of the stat-boosting potion just to get an artifact earlier that I could have obtained without it, but thinking of it as eliminating the variable of someone else claiming the artifact first and as an investment for the future made it seem worth enduring.

There were some early-game events that would be difficult to overcome as Baek Ye-a without using the stat-boosting potion, but with my experience from the previous run, I should be able to find ways to overcome them.

This seemed like the best goal I could set for now.

After reestablishing my goal and feeling somewhat better, I looked ahead and saw Lee Hui-hyeon listening to the lecture.

My improved mood immediately plummeted as I realized that all the reasons for giving up on stat bonuses, choosing a more difficult growth path, and using the stat-boosting potion were because of that guy.

My head hurts, damn it.

"We'll end here for today. Thank you for your attention."

The theory class ended with the sound of Ji Seon-hwa closing her book.


After the theory class ended, I wanted to ask Jeon In-hwa about what they had decided regarding the doctrine contamination issue, but judging by the absence of her bag at her seat, she seemed to be absent today.

Is she investigating the doctrine contamination more seriously than I thought? She hasn't found the scripture yet, so I hope things work out well.

As I was returning to my seat, I noticed Jeong Yu-na studying with her notebook and textbook open, apparently reviewing the theory we had just learned.

Complex formulas and dense text.

Looking at what she's doing, she seems like a person with a screw loose, but seeing her work so diligently reminds me that she's an Exorcist who was recognized as skilled enough to enter Yegak Academy's preparatory course.

Though I was quietly watching, Jeong Yu-na seemed to sense my presence and turned to look at me.

"Hi, Ye-a."

"We already greeted each other this morning, why again?"

"We didn't greet each other this morning."

"Ah, I see."

I found myself agreeing without thinking—strangely convincing.

Seeing Jeong Yu-na's bright smile, my first impression of her as someone sharp and decisive was becoming increasingly hazy.

She seems old-fashioned like people of this world, but in some ways, she's like a real-world teenager.

Jeong Yu-na suddenly grinned and said:

"Did things go well yesterday?"

"Yesterday?"

"You know, that."

In that moment, everything Jeong Yu-na had said to me yesterday flashed through my mind.
Along with that strange, irritating gesture of raising her fists up and pulling them down.

Right, this is what she was like—an Extra girl who's oddly progressive in certain areas and suddenly accelerating. Trying to get herself killed.

I realized this was the moment to clearly define my relationship with Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Yuna, like I said before, Hui-hyeon and I are just acquaintances."

"Hmm... I see. Right, you and Hui-hyeon are just acquaintances."

Did she understand? I wondered as I looked at her expression, but it wasn't at all what I expected.
Jeong Yu-na's expression was like someone looking at a person who couldn't be honest with their own feelings.... Damn it.

"...As long as you understand."

Realizing that further explanation would only amuse Jeong Yu-na, I gave up trying to explain.

If we spend time in the same squad, she'll figure out the misunderstanding on her own.

Now I have to worry about clearing up misunderstandings with an Extra girl too. Damn it.

My head started to ache naturally, so I returned to my seat and was about to put my head down on the desk when I sensed someone walking up and standing beside me.

No, why is she being so clingy? Is she really crossing the line like this? She's really going to get it later.

"Yuna, I'll say it again, we're just acquaintances... Huh?"

"Miss Ye-a."

When I looked up, I met noble gray eyes.

Why is Huye Jin coming to me now?

"Miss Huye Jin... What can I do for you?"

"If it's alright with you, could we talk for a moment later?"

For some reason, Huye Jin's expression, as seen through my All-Seeing Eye, was close to resignation.
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Seeing that resigned expression, memories from the previous cycle came flooding back.

In the previous cycle, Huye Jin always made that exact expression whenever she became mentally exhausted.

"Alright, I'll see you at lunch."

"Thank you. Ye-a, I'll come find you again later."

Huye Jin gave a slight bow before returning to her seat behind me.

The fact that she's making that expression this early in the timeline means something must have happened with Lee Hui-hyeon yesterday.

But Lee Hui-hyeon only postponed his answer, not outright rejected her. Why has her condition deteriorated so much?

I glanced at Lee Hui-hyeon sitting in front of me... That bastard. Is he sleeping again already?

Thinking that someday I'd really wake him up with a smack to the back of his head under the pretense of swatting a bug, I turned around slightly to look at Huye Jin again. That's when I noticed Jeong Yu-na had stopped taking notes and was looking in my direction with sparkling eyes before quietly sliding into the empty seat beside me.

Hmm.

"Hey, Ye-a."

"Don't ask me anything."

I warned Jeong Yu-na, who was trying to ask something with an extremely cautious attitude.

She's about to say something weird again.

Jeong Yu-na waved both hands and said, "No, not what you're thinking."

Not that...

I suppose even Jeong Yu-na, being an Exorcist herself, might naturally be curious seeing the Huye Clan's Successor and a Baek Clan Successor Candidate having a conversation.

"Really? Then what were you going to ask?"

"Is it... that?"

That?

"What do you mean by 'that'? Could you be more specific?"

My voice had dropped so cold that even I was startled by it.

I was thinking that if she said something weird again, I'd sew her mouth shut so she couldn't spout any more nonsense about "I'm Baek Ye-a outside" or whatever. But Jeong Yu-na surprised me with what she said next.

"I mean about the team assignments. Did Huye Jin just recruit you?"

"What? Recruit me?"

I echoed her question in disbelief.

"Huh? Um..."

Seeing Jeong Yu-na's awkward expression, I came to my senses.

Right, this shouldn't be surprising. It's natural to think that way when seeing Huye Jin and me talking.

Even though Jeong Yu-na had damaged her image by talking nonsense all the time, it was clearly my fault for underestimating her. Feeling a bit apologetic, I softened my tone.

"No, not that kind of offer. I'm going to form my own team."

Hearing my answer, Jeong Yu-na looked puzzled.

"Really? Then why did Huye Jin come to see you?"

"Just the usual conflicts that arise between Powerful Clans when forming teams. She came to me to resolve that."

"I guess that makes sense. Conflicts between Powerful Clans are pretty common."

Since I couldn't share the detailed information, I glossed over it as inter-clan conflict, and Jeong Yu-na simply accepted it without further questions.

I noticed this in the previous cycle too—when there's something you don't want to reveal or something secretive, saying it's "clan business" resolves things quite conveniently.

Since we were already on the topic of recruitment, I decided to ask Jeong Yu-na about her intentions.

"I should probably ask this in a more formal setting, but since we're on the topic—Yu-na, would you like to join my team?"

After considering my offer briefly, Jeong Yu-na said, "You're a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan, right? I could join, but would I receive adequate support in your team? I'm not part of the mainstream in my clan, so my support is somewhat lacking."

I already knew that. In our previous conversation, Jeong Yu-na had mentioned she didn't have recruitment authority.

Even though I was ostracized by the Baek Clan, as a Successor Candidate, I still had the authority to recommend people from the main family and limited recruitment rights.

"Do you have any other requirements? Just support is enough?"

"Other requirements? Oh, if something happens between you and Hui-hyeon, could you tell me—"

"Fine, I got it."

I was feeling apologetic earlier, but here she goes again, this Extra with her sudden outbursts. She's really asking for it.

Regardless, Jeong Yu-na genuinely seemed to want nothing more than support.

Team leaders had a duty to take care of their members, so Jeong Yu-na's request was truly minimal. She already had her heart set on joining but was just checking if I could fulfill the basic necessities.

It was just like Jeong Yu-na to not demand special conditions and to readily agree after only checking the basics.

If only she'd stop trying to pair me up with Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Don't worry about that part. As a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan, I promise you won't lack for support. It's a team leader's duty to take care of their members."

"I like how straightforward you are. Great, I'm your team member from now on."

Jeong Yu-na smiled and extended her right hand.

"You want support starting now?"

Hearing my words, Jeong Yu-na burst into laughter with her hand still extended.

"Ye-a, you're such a joker. We made a promise, so we should shake hands. It's a tradition in the Doseon Cult that my clan follows."

I wasn't joking. If she wanted, I was willing to support Jeong Yu-na starting right now. I couldn't provide the same level of support as I would for Lee Hui-hyeon, but I had no intention of treating any of my team members carelessly.

As for the handshake, I wasn't sure if it originated from the Doseon Cult in this world, but it was already a widespread custom in the Human World.

Not wanting to ruin the good atmosphere by pointing this out, I smiled and took Jeong Yu-na's hand.

"So you'll tell me right away if something happens between you and Hui-hyeon, right?"

Jeong Yu-na asked with subtle expectation.

She just had to add one more comment to ruin the mood.
I've been patient long enough.

"Yu-na, I think your tongue is quite long."

"Long tongue? What do you mean... Hey, Ye-a, why is your grip getting stronger?"

Feeling the veins bulging above my temples, I smiled broadly.

Didn't I say I'd kill her?

And I didn't let go of her hand until Jeong Yu-na slammed the desk and surrendered.


At the promised lunch hour, I sat on an outdoor bench that appeared as I walked around outside the Yegak Academy building, looking at my surroundings.

The blue sky with warm sunshine pouring down, grass glistening as if showing off its freshness in the sunlight, and literature students sitting at outdoor tables engaged in conversation over green tea and books. It was an incredibly peaceful, everyday scene.

"Thank you for agreeing to talk with me, Miss Ye-a."

"Not at all. But why did you bring me outside like this? There's a student lounge inside."

"I just wanted to talk outdoors. There are fewer people here who would be interested in our conversation."

"True, literature students don't pay much attention to us."

Occasionally, some literature students passing by would voluntarily bow their heads to show respect to Huye Jin and me as Exorcists, but most of them paid us no mind. Those people were here to learn academics, not to become Exorcists.

They'll eventually have to fight with talismans in hand, but they have no idea since we're still in the early stages of the scenario.

"Sometimes I wonder. Those literature students learn how to defeat demons like we do, though with different emphasis, but they don't understand the noble cause of 'Annihilate Demons and Save the World.' If another great war breaks out someday, will these ordinary people stay and fight until the end? I sometimes imagine them abandoning the cause and fleeing to save themselves while Exorcists sacrifice their lives for the greater good. Don't you feel the same way?"

I could sense contempt and blame toward ordinary people in Huye Jin's words.

Her mental state is definitely shaken right now. When she's in a good state, she would never carelessly say such things out loud.

If this were happening later in the timeline, I might have comforted her, but now wasn't the time for that.

"Huye Jin, please mind your words. What you're saying sounds quite dangerous. The noble cause you mentioned, 'Annihilate Demons and Save the World,' originally emphasized saving the world. 'The Enlightened One' didn't speak only of annihilating demons but presented it as one method of saving the world, not as the primary means. Even though the harshness of our times has made demon annihilation a significant part of world-saving efforts, we must remember that saving the world isn't something only Exorcists can do. Those people have contributed to saving the world in their own dedicated ways."

Instead of offering comfort, I recited the doctrine I had memorized from the Won-gak Cult scripture in the previous cycle to prevent doctrinal corruption. I did this because in the early stages, even when Huye Jin's mental state was shaken, she was still at a stage where she would listen to reason.

Just as filial piety was the mainstream ideology in Joseon, "Annihilate Demons and Save the World" was the mainstream ideology in the "Killing the Unkillable" universe. Therefore, in the still-stable early period, no one could argue against orthodox statements based on this ideology.

"I apologize, Miss Ye-a. I misspoke. Thanks to your teaching, I now realize that demon annihilation is merely one aspect of saving the world."

Huye Jin pressed her palms together and bowed her head.

This was "showing respect to teachings," a ritual that Won-gak Cult believers typically perform when receiving any kind of teaching.

After completing the ritual, Huye Jin bowed her head again and apologized.

It felt strange to see Huye Jin performing the same ritual that the Venerables had performed for me in the previous cycle after I resolved the doctrinal corruption.

"Please be more careful next time. So, why did you call for me?"

"What are your intentions in recruiting Hui-hyeon?"

My intentions? Obviously, it's to kill the Unkillable and then either live solely for myself or return to reality, but I couldn't say that outright. So I gave an answer that wasn't a lie but wasn't the whole truth either.

"To fulfill the Human World's long-cherished wish of annihilating demons and saving the world, bringing peace to all."

"I feel the same way. My goal is also to fulfill the Human World's wish of annihilating demons and saving the world, bringing peace."

I didn't snap at her for saying such things after what she'd said earlier.

Anyone can say things they don't mean when mentally shaken, and in the previous cycle, Huye Jin had stayed with me until the end, even though she had a fragile mentality—at least until we lost to the Unkillable and she stabbed me in the back.

I was a bit concerned that she was showing such weakness this early in the timeline, as it could become a variable later on. But I couldn't just tell her that Lee Hui-hyeon and I would only be together until we caught the Unkillable, and after that, she could do whatever she wanted.

"Huye Jin, did something happen with Hui-hyeon yesterday?"

When I finally asked the question I'd been most curious about, Huye Jin smiled and said, "No, nothing happened."

"Then why do you seem so down?"

"Because there was too much nothing. While talking with Hui-hyeon yesterday, I instinctively knew he had absolutely no intention of joining my team."

This was certainly good news for me, but it differed somewhat from what Lee Hui-hyeon had told me, which made me puzzled.

"But Hui-hyeon said he would tell you later..."

"Did you ask Hui-hyeon about yesterday's events?"

Huye Jin's expression suddenly turned cold, a stark contrast to her previous dejected appearance, and I quickly shut my mouth.

My mouth is acting up again. Why does this keep happening?

"I apologize."

Knowing that making excuses would only make things worse, I simply bowed my head and apologized without further comment.

Huye Jin's expression softened as she said, "I'll let it go this time since you gave me good teaching, but be careful next time."

I felt slightly relieved, as she could have made this into an issue if she wanted to. If it had been Jeon In-hwa, she might not have made it an issue but would have lectured me for at least five minutes. The teaching I gave earlier helped in an unexpected way.

After a brief pause, Huye Jin said, "You probably know about yesterday from what you've heard, so I'll get straight to the point. I'm giving up on this competition."

I couldn't believe my ears when I heard Huye Jin's words.

The Huye Clan typically shows remarkable persistence in recruiting talent, to the point of exhausting observers. What on earth did Lee Hui-hyeon do yesterday to make Huye Jin give up so cleanly, without a trace of lingering attachment?

"Are you sure it's okay to give up like this?"

Although it was good for me that Huye Jin was voluntarily giving up and stepping back, I couldn't help but ask.

"There's nothing more foolish than continuing to try when you've sensed it won't work. There are other Exorcists in our class that I need to recruit, so I've decided to focus on that. I hope we won't be competing for the same people this time?"

Huye Jin joked with a light smile, then turned her gaze away and stared blankly ahead.

There she goes again. In the previous cycle, as the battles became increasingly difficult, Huye Jin would often sit like that, staring blankly.

But this time, she's showing the same behavior she displayed during mentally tough times in the previous cycle, just because she lost Lee Hui-hyeon.

What did Lee Hui-hyeon say to make her act like this? Is she reacting this way because he was the first recruitment target she attempted in this hardcore difficulty early game?

I could understand—the first failure is always the most devastating. Especially when it's a competition where clan pride is at stake.

I was a bit concerned that Huye Jin was showing such behavior this early in the timeline, as it could become a variable later. But I couldn't just tell her that Lee Hui-hyeon and I would only be together until we caught the Unkillable, and after that, she could do whatever she wanted.

Thinking there was nothing more to gain by staying, I stood up and said, "I'll be going now."

"Yes, thank you for your time, Miss Ye-a."

After saying goodbye to Huye Jin, I headed back to the academy, thinking:

Once I get Lee Hui-hyeon into my team and obtain the divine connection, I'll have pretty much completed the preparations for the first practical training.

Ch.17 - 1. Preparing For The First Practical Training (6)
I had more time left for lunch than I expected, so I sat in the classroom reflecting on what happened with Huye Jin.

My conversation with Huye Jin had left me feeling uneasy in many ways.

While it was good that Huye Jin voluntarily gave up the competition and backed off for now, considering the future, it wasn't exactly a positive situation.

I was concerned about how she was already showing signs of emotional instability, but having decided to give up on triggering affection events and focus on Lee Hui-hyeon instead, there wasn't much I could do.

I couldn't exactly give up Lee Hui-hyeon just to console Huye Jin.

Actually, according to Huye Jin, Lee Hui-hyeon had no intention of joining her team. But the current Lee Hui-hyeon didn't particularly know any heroines, so while he might consider an invitation from Huye Jin, an archer heroine, there was no reason for him to firmly refuse.

After all, which heroine's team Lee Hui-hyeon chooses to join is a crucial point in pursuing heroines.

Or could he have gotten involved with another heroine already? That seemed unlikely.

Huye Jin had been rejected, and Jeon In-hwa didn't seem to be looking for team members yet, so that left Jin Seo-yeon and...

...No, there's no need to deny it.

If I were playing as Lee Hui-hyeon and considering all interactions from our first meeting until now, the "heroine" with the most events and connections would be me, "Baek Ye-a."

I hadn't given it much thought until now, but systemically speaking, how would it work if I, a heroine, brought Lee Hui-hyeon into my team?

"...Damn it."

I almost exploded in that moment, but I took a deep breath to calm myself down.

Let's think positively.

From my position of already being entangled with Lee Hui-hyeon, it's not entirely bad that the system is guiding things this way.

If this had happened at the beginning of my regression, I might have expressed my anger until I hurt myself somewhere, as I had done before. But now, while I am Baek Ye-a, I am not "Baek Ye-a."

So even if the system guides me, if I control it at my level...

Yeah, let's give up on positive thinking. It doesn't suit me, damn it.

As soon as I abandoned positive thinking, my anger surged.

Damn this system! My only crime was enjoying a game, and you transmigrate me into a heroine, not even the protagonist, and push me like this? If I ever return to reality, I'll delete "Killing the Unkillable," burn all the limited-edition figures, setting books, and merchandise I spent millions of won on, then storm the developer's office and throw the ashes at them while causing a scene. I swear I'll get them all later.

No, that would be a waste of money. I'll just sell everything secondhand and never play the game again. But I'll still terrorize the developers.

It would have been better if I had naturally accepted Lee Hui-hyeon into my team and remained oblivious, but competing with Huye Jin over Lee Hui-hyeon made me realize something I didn't want to know. And that fragile-minded bitch even left a bad aftertaste. From now on, she's not Huye Jin but Huye-whine.

After rubbing my face with my hands, I looked up and saw Lee Hui-hyeon reading a book.

What should I do with this guy? Even though I had already made my plans, now that I'd had this realization, I felt my resolve wavering.

After checking that Jeong Yu-na was sitting behind me, I got up and approached Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Did you eat lunch before reading?"

Lee Hui-hyeon flipped his book over and looked at me with those distinctive black eyes rimmed with red.

"I ate a while ago. Did you eat?"

"Yeah, just a simple rice ball. What did you have?"

"Dumpling soup."

"You ate something delicious."

"Yes, it's my favorite food."

So last time he ate soy sauce noodles out of unnecessary consideration.
There's not much price difference between dumpling soup and soy sauce noodles, so he could have just eaten dumpling soup.

Since I unintentionally learned about his food preference, which I had wanted to confirm before, I decided to remember it for when I fulfill my promise to treat him to a meal.

Thinking that was enough talk about lunch, I looked at the book flipped over on the desk. "The History of Symbols" had noticeably fewer pages left compared to this morning. Was Lee Hui-hyeon a fast reader?

Since there were people here who started reading books from the middle, I asked him:

"Are you almost done with the book?"

At my question, Lee Hui-hyeon ran his finger over the remaining pages and said:

"About 50 pages left."

I was puzzled by how confidently he stated this without even looking at the page numbers.

"Do you count pages as you read?"

"I've read so many books that I can feel how many pages are left just by touching them."

"That's fascinating."

I'd seen a few Exorcists with sensitive fingertips in previous playthroughs, but I never knew Lee Hui-hyeon was one of them.

"Don't forget our promise to go to the tea house after school today. Don't head straight back to the dorm when classes end, okay?"

"Don't worry, I remember. I don't forget firmly established promises."

Lee Hui-hyeon specifically mentioned "firmly established promises," perhaps feeling guilty about forgetting yesterday's promise.
If he hadn't mentioned it, he probably would have forgotten. Does he have a loose tongue too?

Still, it's better than not caring at all.

I returned to my seat.

The reason I approached Lee Hui-hyeon just now was to check if I genuinely disliked him from the bottom of my heart.

If I truly disliked him, I didn't know how that might negatively affect things later.

But I realized I didn't genuinely dislike Lee Hui-hyeon.

Because I knew that Lee Hui-hyeon's only crime was being the protagonist of a dating sim.

Like a typical dating sim protagonist, he creates situations out of nowhere, generates variables like a quantum random number generator, and accounts for half the reasons for my headaches. But it's not like he's consciously creating these situations, and he's not a bad person.

The problem only exists because I am "Baek Ye-a" and a "heroine."

Shortly after, the classroom door opened, and Huye Jin entered with a much-improved expression. She went to Lee Hui-hyeon and said something.

I couldn't hear what they were whispering about since Huye Jin covered her mouth while speaking quietly, and Lee Hui-hyeon just nodded, but I could guess the content.

<>

Looking outside, the sun that had been illuminating the world with golden light was setting, bathing Yegak Academy in a red glow.

I had felt this since previous playthroughs, but the sunset in this world evoked something more eerie than nostalgic.

But since even here there are many writings and poems suggesting that sunsets evoke nostalgia, perhaps this ominous feeling that I can't share with others is unique to me because I know what will happen to this world in the future.

"It's quite red."

I heard Lee Hui-hyeon murmur softly in front of me.

"What did you say?"

"Just talking to myself."

Lee Hui-hyeon said as he drank the tea we had ordered.

We were at the tea house in front of the school gate, the same place I had visited with Lee Hui-hyeon before.

Before bringing up the team discussion, I wanted to soften the atmosphere, so I used Lee Hui-hyeon's interest in history to start a conversation on historical topics. As expected, he showed such extensive knowledge that it confirmed my suspicion that his knowledge of the year 458 wasn't just coincidence.

When I thought it was an appropriate time to bring up the team, just as Lee Hui-hyeon placed his cup of green tea on the table, I spoke up.

"I saw you talking with Huye Jin earlier. Have you decided on a team?"

"No, I can't join Jin's team anymore. She asked me to forget about the team discussion."

"Really? That must be disappointing."

"Not really. She probably had some circumstances she couldn't talk about."

Lee Hui-hyeon spoke in his usual tone, seemingly unbothered.
Even so, it would be natural to feel upset when someone who made an offer suddenly withdraws it. He must have a good temperament.

After a brief pause, I said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"In that case, would you consider joining my team?"

"Your team?"

"Yes, I thought it might be better to be with someone you're familiar with."

I didn't particularly like describing myself as being close to Lee Hui-hyeon, but if the situation got complicated, I could say much worse things.

After pondering for a moment while touching his chin, Lee Hui-hyeon looked up at me and said:

"That wouldn't be bad, but practical training isn't child's play. If you're suggesting this simply because we're close, I think that's a rather careless attitude for an Exorcist. Are you sure that reason is good enough?"

Lee Hui-hyeon looked at me as if seeing right through me. I had anticipated this situation, so I pulled out my prepared answer.

"Whatever you do, you need to get along first to accomplish anything. It's the same when creating something. Even if you gather people with great manual skills, if they don't get along, they can't do anything and might just get in each other's way. Besides, all Exorcists gathered in the preparatory course have basic skills, so quality is guaranteed. Looking for familiar people to work with among such Exorcists is, in my opinion, a prudent action befitting an Exorcist."

"So you're saying that since everyone at Yegak Academy has already proven their skills, it's better to form a team with Exorcists who get along well. Is that it?"

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's concise summary, I thought I should have just said it that way and replied:

"That's right."

Even after hearing my explanation, Lee Hui-hyeon seemed to be thinking about something as he looked elsewhere, then said:

"Alright, I'll think about it and let you know tomorrow."

I could understand why Huye Jin had been so upset with him. It was easy to misinterpret his indifferent way of speaking. If he showed this attitude even to a successor like Huye Jin, it's understandable that she might have mistaken his lack of interest. Especially since Huye Jin is such a whiner.

Even if he refused, I had ways to bring him into my team, so giving him a day didn't matter. Surely Jeon In-hwa or Jin Seo-yeon wouldn't set their sights on him in that one day.

Since he said he'd think about it, I should express my gratitude for once.

"Thank you for considering it, really! You're such a good friend, as always!"

Lee Hui-hyeon smiled at my enthusiastic thanks and said:

"Is it that big a deal that I said I'd think about it? No, I should be the one saying thank you for inviting me to join your team, really..."

"By the way!"

Having already made my recruitment proposal, I cut off Lee Hui-hyeon's words, not wanting to receive a counter like last time.

"Yes?"

"Why do you like history so much?"

Though I asked this question to interrupt him, I was genuinely curious.
It was new information I had learned in this world that hadn't been mentioned in the game.

"Did I ever say I liked history?"

"We've been talking about history, and you knew the answer to that last question before. The year 458. People who aren't interested usually don't know such things, so I thought you must like history."

"I don't particularly like history."

"Really? Then why do you know so much about it?"

Lee Hui-hyeon looked away again. Thinking I might have asked something he didn't want to talk about, I was about to change the subject when he sighed softly and said:

"Well, people who want to change the past naturally become interested in history."

"The past?"

"Yes, thinking about what if this happened, what if that happened... imagining overturning some great flow that an individual can neither stop nor stand against."

Though Lee Hui-hyeon's gaze was directed at me, there was a strange feeling that his consciousness was drifting somewhere far away.

Feeling somehow strange, I found myself saying:

"Then wouldn't it be better not to think that way in the first place? If you can't change something no matter how hard you try, why not just accept it?"

"You're right. I think I've been making things too complicated when I could just accept them. Ye-a, thank you."

"..."

I fell for it again. Damn him.

<>

"See you at school tomorrow."

"Yeah, see you tomorrow."

After sending Baek Ye-a off, Lee Hui-hyeon watched her leave before turning in a different direction from the academy dormitories.

"Just accept it, huh..."

It was somewhat unexpected to hear such words from Baek Ye-a of all people, but Lee Hui-hyeon thought the timing was a bit odd for revealing his true feelings and smiled slightly.
There would be a more appropriate time someday.

And even limited to history, Baek Ye-a was wrong.
The present was created because there were people in past eras who neither simply accepted nor gave up.

Lee Hui-hyeon briefly looked up at the Divine Sandalwood Tree before silently disappearing into the crowd.

Ch.18 - 1. The Heroine Gains An Opportunity (1)
After returning home from my meeting with Lee Hui-hyeon, I immediately changed into comfortable clothes and began training in the yard with system calibration when a thought occurred to me.

No matter how I look at it, using the stat-boosting potion—which can only be consumed three times—to gain enlightenment seems wasteful.

<>

Baek Ye-a

Age: 17
Gender: Female

Stats
Strength C, Agility C, Intelligence B, Luck E, Spiritual Power C+(B)

Path to Enlightenment
Universal Exorcist (Inherent)
All-Seeing Eye
Incomplete ???
Training

Status
Normal

<>

As I tried to check my updated stats, I remembered that I had triggered Jeon In-hwa's affection event tree last time, temporarily raising my Spiritual Power to B.

My Strength and Agility are still concerning, but now that my Spiritual Power has reached B, shouldn't I be able to use my abilities?

With that thought, I walked to the storage shed to experiment. I took out a straw dummy, set it up in the yard, then retrieved a sword leaning against the wall, drew it, and took my stance.

"Haaah..."

Unlike before, this was beyond simply releasing energy, so I took a deep breath to calm myself before releasing my spiritual energy.

With the strange sensation of myself spreading outward, I focused the released spiritual energy through my spiritual meridians into my hands. The sword in my grip connected with my senses, achieving a state of oneness between object and self.

"Ha!"

After a short battle cry, I felt a tingling sensation throughout my body as I swung the sword toward the straw dummy ten paces away. With a sound more like tearing than cutting, the dummy was half-severed.

Then I threw down the sword and rolled on the ground in the opposite direction, clutching my hand.

"Aaack! Argh!"

Making incomprehensible, undignified noises, I lay on the ground twisting and turning, gripping my tingling hand as if it had cramped. Only after rolling around several times did the tingling sensation fade and my body stop trembling.

<>
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<>

I wearily placed my hand on my temple, and as the status window appeared, the word "Injured" caught my eye.

"Damn it..."

Even through the pain, I couldn't help but marvel at how weak my body was—entering that state of oneness and swinging the sword just once had left me injured.

I had the memories from my previous life, but my current body wasn't strong enough. I wasn't accustomed to that state, and the sword was just an ordinary one I had at the beginning, so this backlash was inevitable.

But it hurt much more than I'd expected.

What's worse, even with all this damage, I couldn't even cut the straw dummy cleanly. If a straw dummy can withstand it, there's no way my opponents would fall to this.

My hand seemed swollen, so I used my All-Seeing Eye to examine my spiritual meridians. Fortunately, they weren't damaged or going haywire.

In my previous life, I had once used a powerful technique before my body was physically ready, causing my meridians to go wild. This time, I thought I might use it as a finishing move when gaining enlightenment, so I just tried swinging once, but seeing the result, it seemed more likely that I'd be the one finished off.

It is a finishing move alright. Just finishing me instead. Damn it.

After confirming my limitations, I decided I had no choice but to use the stat-boosting potion. I picked up the sword I'd thrown to the ground, dusted off the dirt, and with it, my lingering regrets.

Looking down at my slender, pale arms—slightly swollen from using the technique but still showing the firmness of an Exorcist who had trained since childhood—I wondered:

When will I ever reach the strength I had in my previous life?

<>

The aftereffects of yesterday's training still lingered in my body as muscle pain.

Feeling like I'd gone hiking for the first time in ages, I barely managed to get up, fixed my hair, and suppressed my headache as I headed to Yegak Academy. I checked if Hui-hyeon had arrived first, but his seat was empty.

It was during arrival time, and since Hui-hyeon always came early and sat in his seat, his absence felt strange.

As I passed his seat and went up to mine, Jeong Yu-na, who was already there, greeted me.

"Ye-a! Hi! You cut your hair? I think long hair would've suited you too."

"Hi, Yu-na. Well, long hair is just inconvenient."

As I sat down after returning her greeting, Yu-na asked me:

"Ye-a, have you recruited any other squad members besides me?"

I turned to Yu-na and answered her question.

"I haven't finished recruiting yet, but I'm planning to bring in one more person."

"Who?"

Yu-na asked with a genuinely curious expression.

I hesitated for a moment about whether I should mention Hui-hyeon, but since she would find out eventually anyway, I told her the name.

"Lee Hui-hyeon."

"Hui-hyeon? Hui-hyeon is joining our squad?"

Yu-na's reaction was different from what I expected—it was quite ordinary as she asked.

"Yeah, he said he'd think about it, but I think he'll probably join."

"That's great! With Hui-hyeon's skills, he'll be reliable."

Seeing Yu-na smile as if she was happy about getting a good squad member, I felt suspicious.

Skills? Oh, right, Yu-na had mistakenly looked at the wrong roster during the last skill assessment test and misunderstood Hui-hyeon to have considerable abilities.

Thanks to that, I ended up being misunderstood too.

At that time, I didn't bother correcting her because it would eventually become true, and I was annoyed that her mistake had caused me unnecessary stress.

But now that Yu-na had joined the squad and our first practical exercise wasn't far off, I realized she might let her guard down or make wrong judgments during the exercise if she misunderstood Hui-hyeon's abilities. So I opened my mouth.

"Yu-na, about that talisman you saw last time."

"Yeah, what about it?"

"It was actually mine."

As I quietly waited, anticipating various reactions from Yu-na, she looked slightly puzzled before saying:

"Yeah, I saw your roster too. But..."

"Ye-a."

Just as Yu-na was about to say something, Lee Hui-hyeon, who had arrived without me noticing, called out from behind.

Could you make some noise when you move?

"Hi, Hui-hyeon."

As I turned around to greet him casually, Yu-na jumped in:

"Hi, Hui-hyeon! I heard you might join our squad! I'm Jeong Yu-na from the Cheonghwa Clan. Nice to meet you!"

"I'm Lee Hui-hyeon. No affiliation. Nice to meet you too."

Though they were clearly exchanging first greetings, not only the sociable Yu-na but even Hui-hyeon smiled and responded to her greeting with surprising naturalness.

It was so natural that anyone watching might think they were actually friends pretending to meet for the first time.

...Surely not?

"Ye-a, about the squad discussion yesterday. Can we talk now?"

"Oh, just a moment."

I answered Hui-hyeon, then turned to Yu-na and said:

"Sorry to interrupt our conversation, but I need to talk with Hui-hyeon about the squad issue. Can we speak privately for a bit?"

"Sure, go ahead. We'll talk later."

After getting Yu-na's understanding, I followed Hui-hyeon out of the classroom. In the corridor, Hui-hyeon said:

"I'll accept your offer."

With great relief in a corner of my heart, I said to Hui-hyeon:

"You made the right choice. Don't you think it's better for friendly Exorcists to team up?"

So I won't need to use that method to bring Hui-hyeon in after all.

The method to bring Hui-hyeon in—revealing the fact that I'm a Regressor.

Revealing that I'm a transmigrator could be dangerous given the world's characteristics, but I thought regression would be just barely acceptable by Hui-hyeon's standards.

Even if he didn't believe me, if I performed the ritual and oath that the ancestors of people living in the borderlands used to do, Hui-hyeon would have no choice but to believe.

I felt doubtful again about trying so hard to bring Hui-hyeon in, but I reminded myself that this was all an effort to save the world and then live for myself afterward.

"Just to confirm, is there anyone else in the squad besides Jeong Yu-na?"

"Huh? No, it's just you and Yu-na so far."

"So there are still two spots left, right?"

"Yeah, that's right, but why? If you're worried that I won't meet the quota in time and the squad registration will fall through..."

"No, I'm not worried about that. As the successor candidate of the Baek Clan, you'd obviously have that covered. Can you tell me about the people you're planning to recruit? Are they also friends of yours?"

"Um..."

For some reason, Hui-hyeon's tone contained a trust in me that made me hesitate to answer.

I couldn't exactly say: "I don't have any friends besides Yu-na and you, and I don't want to mess with the capable kids the Heroine recruited and start another recruitment competition with her, so I'm planning to bring in anyone with decent skills who had a good personality in my previous life." What should I do?

I didn't expect such a sharp question from the beginning.

After some consideration, I answered:

"Well... I made offers, but they didn't accept..."

A blatant lie.

"...Really?"

As I turned my head away from Hui-hyeon's gaze while answering, I glanced at him and saw suspicion spreading across his expressionless face before he forced a smile of understanding.

"I guess they already received offers from others."

"That's right..."

After a brief silence, Hui-hyeon was the first to speak.

"Then, could I recommend someone I know?"

"Someone you know?"

"Some classmates I became friends with during application classes. They have decent personalities and seem skilled too. Just a suggestion."

Someone Hui-hyeon recommends. I wasn't sure about Hui-hyeon's judgment of people, but given his sharp intuition, he wouldn't recommend someone carelessly.

Since I was planning to recruit anyone with a good personality anyway, I said to Hui-hyeon:

"No, I'd like to meet them. Could you introduce them to me later?"

"Sure, I'll talk to them first."

Seeing Hui-hyeon trying to help the squad right after joining, I felt a bit grateful and asked:

"What are the names of the people you're recommending?"

"Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a."

"Yeon Ho-jin, Han Su-a."

Yeon and Han surnames. They sound familiar.

But no matter how much I tried to recall, they weren't in my memories from my previous life. Were they Exorcists who didn't stand out much?

"Anyway, I understand. The teacher will be here soon, so let's go back in."

"Alright, we'll talk about the rest later. Don't forget to tell Yu-na too."

"As if I'd forget something like that. Of course I'll tell her when new members are joining."

Who do you think I am, an idiot?

Ch.19 - 1. The Heroine Gains An Opportunity (2)
"So Hui-hyeon joined?"

As soon as the first period ended and break time began, Jeong Yu-na immediately tapped my shoulder and asked.

I had been watching Lee Hui-hyeon get up from his seat and move elsewhere as soon as class ended. I turned to Yu-na and said, "Yeah, he agreed to join. And if things go well today, we might get two more people through Hui-hyeon's recommendation."

"Really? Who?"

"Students named Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a. Hui-hyeon already talked to them, and we're supposed to meet later. Do you know them?"

Upon hearing the names Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a, Yu-na furrowed her brow slightly before relaxing it again. "Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a? I only know they're in the same class. I run into them occasionally during applied classes."

"Really? So they're basically strangers to you?"

"Yeah, there are so many people in our class that there are some I don't know well even though we're in the same class. I guess it's especially true for me since I came from another region."

I was surprised that even someone as sociable as Yu-na had classmates she barely knew. Then again, Yu-na probably doesn't approach just anyone, so maybe she simply hadn't had the opportunity to become friends with them.

"I think everyone will know who you are, though," she added.

"Why would everyone know me?"

I carefully asked the question, concerned about the most dangerous possibility among several that came to mind when Yu-na suddenly claimed everyone would know me.

If people knew me just because I ranked first in the skills assessment test, that wouldn't be a problem. But if rumors had spread about my competition with Huye Jin over "talent," that would be troublesome.

For someone like me who hasn't yet established a foundation for independence from the Baek Clan, this kind of rumor could be fatal. As I've mentioned before, a Baek Ye-a with ambition is certainly not welcome in the main family.

"Well, you already stand out with your silver hair and golden eyes, plus that time during the practical exam when that Gasaengi called you cute and everyone shouted. You made quite an impression on me then, and I'm sure others felt the same. Everyone was laughing together."

"Oh, really?"

I hadn't expected that.

It's fortunate that rumors about my competition with Huye Jin over "talent" haven't spread, but Yu-na's words still made me feel very uncomfortable.

Just like with Jeon In-hwa before, I suspect everyone might already have an image of me as "that cute girl with the Gasaengi" even if they don't say it out loud.

Come to think of it, Lee Hui-hyeon was laughing his ass off then too. I'd never seen him laugh so heartily even in the game.

Remembering this, my morning gratitude for his help vanished, replaced by fresh anger. But outwardly, I maintained my smile without showing any reaction. If I responded sensitively now, the story might pop up again at another unexpected moment just to tease me.

I'll have to find the right time to get back at him later when there won't be consequences.

After chatting about various topics, I finally said to Yu-na, "By the way, if those two joining our team gets confirmed, I'll need to talk to you about something important. Please make some time later. It's important team business."

"Okay, I will."

At the mention of important team business, Yu-na nodded without asking for an explanation.

I took a deep breath before heading to meet Han Su-a at the student lounge as Lee Hui-hyeon had suggested.

There were other people in the student lounge, but finding Han Su-a wasn't difficult. There was a girl sitting in a chair at a table, watching to see who came through the door.

Before approaching her, I used my All-Seeing Eye to look at the girl, and her status window appeared.

<>

Han Su-a (閒秀芽)

Age: 17
Gender: Female

Abilities
Strength D+ Agility C Intelligence C Luck D Spiritual Power C

Path to Enlightenment

Status
Normal

<>

The Han (閒) family.

It seems she's not from the Han (翰) family I know.
Well, even if Lee Hui-hyeon is the dating sim protagonist, the people he introduces can't all be special.

The character for her surname means "gap" or "leisure," which might make one think she's from a great family, but it's actually one of the common surnames people have in this world.

In modern Korea, it would be equivalent to surnames like Kim, Lee, Park, or Choi in terms of prevalence.

After confirming Han Su-a's information, I approached her with a smile.

"Are you Han Su-a?"

Su-a, who had been looking down at the table until then, raised her eyes to my face, then to the emblem on my cloak.

Then, as if recognizing who I was, she smiled and said, "Yes, I'm Han Su-a. Han Su-a, an unaffiliated Exorcist from Aryeong, greets the successor candidate of the great exorcist family, the first soaring hawk, the Baek Clan, Baek Ye-a."

Perhaps because this was like an interview, Han Su-a greeted me quite formally, as I might become her team leader.

I had thought she might greet me with a distinctive character trait like Yu-na, given this is a dating sim world, but thinking about it, that was just Yu-na being unique. Not many people are that friendly from the start.

Though formal greetings like this aren't common either.

"You don't need to be so formal. Once you've entered Yegak Academy, all Exorcists in the preparatory course are equal fellow students."

I wasn't the type to enjoy flaunting power by receiving constant respectful treatment from teammates, so I told her to relax.

"Then I'll do that, Ye-a. It's my first time meeting an Exorcist from a great exorcist family up close."

Her posture relaxed slightly and she changed how she addressed me, but she still used formal speech. It gave me an odd feeling.

What is it?

The interview proceeded quite smoothly. Since I planned to fill the two empty spots with students recommended by Lee Hui-hyeon unless there were any major issues, I set aside the Baek Clan's traditional hiring manual and chatted with Han Su-a. She seemed like a decent person apart from being a bit of a show-off.

If there was one drawback, it was that Han Su-a was extremely talkative.

"Still, how should I put it, when I think about growing as a person through interactions with various people, I truly feel something fulfilling in my heart. You know this feeling too, right, Ye-a? Oh, and..."

How can she talk about herself for ten minutes straight?

But I quickly changed my mindset. I'm going to be a team leader, so I should think positively.

Ah, this child has such rich vocabulary that she can talk about herself for ten minutes.

I'll deal with Lee Hui-hyeon later.

"I've listened to your story, and I'm quite impressed by your strong self-assertion and your desire to grow as a person."

I summarized what I thought were the main points of Han Su-a's rambling, and she responded with a happy expression.

"Really? To hear such words from the successor candidate of the Baek Clan makes me so happy. Other people say I talk too much. But you listened to me all the way through, and I'm so grateful. Actually, I never thought I could join a team from such a great exorcist family, so receiving this offer still has me stunned..."

Sensing that she was about to go on another long speech, I cut her off.

"By the way."

"Yes?"

"How did you get to know Hui-hyeon?"

It was partly a question to divert her attention, but I was also genuinely curious. In the original work, there wasn't much description of his interactions with other students.

Han Su-a thought for a moment before answering.

"We just met during class. It was a nice day like today..."

"Just the main point."

"We just met and became friends."

It seems there wasn't any special occasion.

"Is there anything you want in return for joining my team?"

I asked about conditions to maintain appearances since I was recruiting her at my request, but Han Su-a shook her head.

"No. Honestly, I got this opportunity thanks to Hui-hyeon, and I'm just happy to be able to join a team from the great exorcist Baek Clan, but may I say one thing?"

The flow of her words took a sharp turn from what seemed like a refusal, but I continued smiling and said, "What is it?"

I couldn't help but let a bit of irritation slip into my tone. She should have made her request from the start.

Han Su-a took a deep breath as if about to say something important, then spoke.

"Actually, I'm not going to be an Exorcist after I graduate from Yegak Academy."

"What?"

What is she saying now? Going through the trouble of entering Yegak Academy's preparatory course only to say she won't be an Exorcist?

Above all, in the current worsening situation with the absolute cause of "Annihilate Demons and Save the World," saying she would quit being an Exorcist in front of me, a successor candidate, could have serious consequences.

If it were Huye Jin, Jin Seo-yeon, or Jeon In-hwa, they would have criticized Han Su-a for different reasons, but I asked for her reason.

"May I ask why?"

Han Su-a looked slightly below my eyes and said, "It's for extremely personal reasons that I find difficult to share."

"Extremely personal reasons?"

"Yes, if it bothers you, you don't have to accept me."

Personal reasons, huh.

Judging from her initial formal greeting where she praised me as being from a great exorcist family, she didn't seem to harbor any resentment toward Exorcists.

There's a pointed joke in the "Killing the Unkillable" world that the first step to hating Exorcists starts with hating clan Exorcists.

And if she disliked them, she wouldn't have enrolled at Yegak Academy in the first place.

Someone else might have been offended and ended the conversation immediately, but I appreciated that she was honest about such a sensitive matter and asked for understanding.

Even if she wants to quit being an Exorcist later, she might not be able to, but I can't be accused of knowing in advance, so I should stay quiet for now.

"I don't really mind. There are many ways to save the world besides fighting demons as an Exorcist, so you must have your own thoughts. At least you're not hiding it and telling me later. But even if you quit later, you need to work hard now. If I see any intentional slacking, I'll have no choice but to discipline you as team leader. Is that all you wanted to say?"

Han Su-a raised her eyebrows slightly, seemingly puzzled by how casually I was taking this. When she noticed me looking at her, she seemed to collect herself and spoke in a serious tone again.

"Yes, there are no other issues."

"Good, welcome to the team."

I spoke in a very light tone, which seemed to surprise Han Su-a.

"Really? Is it really okay?"

Of course it's okay. It would actually be more troublesome for me if she later wanted to join the Baek Clan or a branch family I have no intention of creating, since after everything is over, I plan to return to reality or live solely for myself.

But I needed to give her a reason she could understand.

"I am from the Baek Clan, after all."

A moment of awkward silence fell. Damn my mouth. That's not what I meant to say. I was going to say something about how the Baek Clan already has enough talent, but why did it come out like this?

I felt an indescribable cringe crawling up my back, but having already said it, I maintained the haughtiest expression I could muster—one that even Jin Seo-yeon wouldn't make—as I looked at Han Su-a.

Please just accept it and move on.

Han Su-a seemed to read something from me, though I'm not sure what, and slowly nodded. "I see. I understand. If that's your intention."

Intention? What intention?

I was genuinely curious how she understood my intention when I didn't even know it myself, but I smiled and said, "I have something important to tell everyone about the team later, so please make some time."

"Yes, I understand."

As I've said before and felt several times in previous cycles, my background serves as quite a good excuse.

Despite the Baek Clan's status having plummeted and weakened due to the past fratricide, the prestige of being a successor candidate from a great exorcist family seems to work surprisingly well with unaffiliated Exorcists.

Except for Lee Hui-hyeon, of course.

Thinking about him makes me angry again.

Anyway, Han Su-a's recruitment was decided.

Ch.20 - 1. The Heroine Gains An Opportunity (3)
"How did the talk go?"

After Han Su-a left for class, I returned to the classroom for my next interview. Surprisingly, Lee Hui-hyeon was sitting there and spoke to me.

What the hell? Why is he here now?

"Aren't you going to class? It's applied practice time right now."

"I fell asleep with my head down and missed it."

"Couldn't you still go and quietly join in?"

"Too much time has passed already."

I wondered if he had no one to wake him up. No, maybe someone did wake him but he fell back asleep.

This actually works out well. I was planning to find him anyway, so him being here in the classroom saves me the trouble.

"So how was it after talking with her?"

"Yeah, after chatting with her, she seemed fine. I decided to recruit her, but you didn't tell me something important."

"Something important? What's that?"

Lee Hui-hyeon looked up at me with a puzzled expression. Does he really not know?

I was about to mention that she said she'd quit being an exorcist after graduating from the academy, but a thought suddenly crossed my mind and I closed my mouth.

Maybe she didn't tell him?

"Ye-a?"

Lee Hui-hyeon called my name with a questioning tone.

"Do you really not know?"

"What did Su-a say?"

He really doesn't know? It's not something to casually spread around, but I didn't expect her to keep it from her friend Lee Hui-hyeon. Did she only tell me?

After briefly considering whether I should say anything, I decided to keep it secret.

It's not something to be discussed everywhere anyway.

Of course, Lee Hui-hyeon wouldn't spread it around carelessly, but there's always that small possibility.

After organizing my thoughts, I told Lee Hui-hyeon:

"She talks too much."

As soon as I said it, I realized this wasn't the right way to change the subject.

I should have just kept my mouth shut. Damn it.

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been looking down at his desk, raised his head to look at me.

"Are you worried she might talk about important team matters outside the group because she talks too much?"

"No, that's not it."

I immediately denied it since that wasn't what I meant.

I hadn't thought that at all, and showing distrust toward someone who just joined our team wouldn't look good.

People who badmouth others tend to be labeled as untrustworthy.

"I wasn't trying to badmouth her by saying she can't be trusted because she talks too much. I meant it literally. I wouldn't have recruited her if I thought that way."

But then I realized—isn't saying someone talks too much behind their back also a form of badmouthing?

Maybe I should have just told the truth that Han Su-a said she'd quit being an exorcist after graduating from Yegak Academy?

"Su-a does talk a lot. But she's a good person, so treat her well."

Fortunately, Lee Hui-hyeon seemed to have experienced it himself, so he didn't take my comment about her talking too much as badmouthing.

I could easily imagine Han Su-a pouring out even more words to Lee Hui-hyeon than she did to me, given his dating sim protagonist-like accommodating personality.

Imagining that actually makes me like her more.

"By the way, Hui-hyeon, how are things with Huye Jin?"

"With Jin?"

"Yeah, I saw you two talking. Have there been any issues since then?"

I had seen them having a private conversation with seemingly unburdened expressions, but I needed to know exactly how their relationship had been resolved, so I asked Lee Hui-hyeon.

"We decided to just be friends."

"Friends?"

"Yeah, we just chat occasionally when we run into each other."

Seeing Lee Hui-hyeon casually mention something that my previous self had accomplished with great difficulty, I was newly impressed by his dating sim protagonist buff.

Lee Hui-hyeon had essentially rejected Huye Jin's proposal, yet they became friends anyway. And this was despite practically rejecting the successor to the Huye Clan.

In game terms, their relationship level must be at the beginning of "Friendly."

"Friendly."

The stage where you can call someone a friend and acknowledge them when you see them.

The efforts I made in my previous playthrough to reach a friendly relationship flashed before my eyes like a panorama.

I worked so hard, only to get stabbed in the back as soon as I lost.

I'm supposed to be a dating sim heroine too, so why are my relationships so damn difficult? Shit.

For a moment, I wondered if the hidden heroine Baek Ye-a might not have any buffs at all, but considering the system and the All-Seeing Eye that allow me to survive among these geniuses, I didn't think that was the case.

After all, the Baek Ye-a I possessed was a character ridiculed as a "pretty piece of trash" even on the "Killing the Unkillable" forum.

Perhaps this is the appropriate difficulty adjustment for a heroine who only appears in hardcore mode where all heroines have flaws.

"Damn it."

This is giving me a headache.

"You seem troubled. Is it something you can tell me about?"

Had I forgotten to manage my expression while deep in thought? Lee Hui-hyeon must have noticed my serious expression and showed his characteristic thoughtfulness.

Shaking off my thoughts, I smiled slightly and said:

"No, it's just my personal issue. Thanks."

"Are things not going well with Jin?"

I quietly sighed so he couldn't hear.

Then, noticing it was almost time for my interview with Yeon Ho-jin, I walked toward the classroom door and said:

"We're not even close enough for things to go well or not well personally. Thanks for your concern. I need to go to another interview now."

"Alright. Good luck."

"Ah."

After opening the classroom door, I turned back to Lee Hui-hyeon and said:

"Thanks for worrying about me, damn it. You're really one of a kind, Hui-hyeon."

Before Lee Hui-hyeon could say anything, I closed the classroom door.

That was a good comeback. Go Ye-a.

The place where I interviewed Yeon Ho-jin was a student lounge in a different location from where I had interviewed Han Su-a.

When I opened the door and entered, I made eye contact with a female student reading a book.

<>

Yeon Ho-jin

Age: 17
Gender: Female

Abilities
Strength D, Agility C, Intelligence C, Luck D+, Spiritual Power C+

Path to Enlightenment

Status
Normal

<>

Another common surname like Han Su-a. Different from the Yeon (戀) I knew, though.

Still rarer than the Han (閒) surname.

"Are you Yeon Ho-jin?"

As I approached and asked, she looked at the emblem on my cloak and said:

"Yes, you must be Baek Ye-a? I'm Yeon Ho-jin, an exorcist from Hwagwang in the south. I don't have any affiliation. Nice to meet you."

Unlike Han Su-a, her attitude was informal.

"I'm Baek Ye-a. Nice to meet you too."

After exchanging greetings, we sat down.

From the interview that followed, I learned that while Han Su-a seemed to value principles and rules on the surface but actually didn't, Yeon Ho-jin appeared casual but actually valued principles and rules.

Interviews at Yegak Academy, where certified exorcists came to learn, were often conducted informally, but Yeon Ho-jin had prepared not only her personal information but also explanations of the exorcism techniques she used.

Yeonsong Sword Technique. A sword technique commonly practiced by unaffiliated exorcists.

Perhaps she learned exorcism techniques from a Won-gak Cult martial arts school.

"These are roughly the benefits you'll get if you recruit me."

Yeon Ho-jin, who had explained the advantages of recruiting her so neatly that even I, with my real-world work experience, was impressed, looked at me.

"You came very well-prepared."

"Well, this is an interview with a successor candidate of the Baek Clan. Above all, since this opportunity came through Hui-hyeon's recommendation, I had to prepare thoroughly so as not to let him down."

She had already passed in my mind, but there was still one procedure left.

"Is there anything you want?"

"Sufficient support. That's enough for now."

While I could certainly provide sufficient support, the phrase "for now" bothered me.

"Does that mean you might ask for something else later?"

"I won't make unreasonable demands. As an exorcist, I have my principles."

I thought for a moment before speaking.

"Alright, as long as your requests aren't too excessive, that's fine. You're in. I look forward to working with you."

I decided to accept her postponing her requests since it wasn't particularly unusual in this world, and my background wasn't weak enough to be forced to accept unreasonable demands.

Honestly, I didn't have confidence in finding someone better than Yeon Ho-jin right now.

As the conversation seemed to be wrapping up, I asked Yeon Ho-jin:

"By the way, how did you meet Hui-hyeon?"

"Hui-hyeon? We happened to meet during class."

"I see."

The same reason as Han Su-a.

I don't understand why all the characters in this dating sim world have such bland first meetings.

Shouldn't there at least be some misunderstanding about possession, pretending to lose a key, leading someone to a hallway, and asking pressuring questions?

Though if I don't think of this as a dating sim, meetings like those with Han Su-a and Yeon Ho-jin are actually normal.

"Well, alright. I'll need some of your time later to discuss team-related matters."

"Got it. See you then."

After Yeon Ho-jin left the student lounge, I thought to myself.

The team formation is complete. Now all that's left is to go get the divine blessing before our first practical exercise.

And to throw Lee Hui-hyeon under the bus during our team activities.

"This is giving me a headache."

It's this exhausting just handling the preparations for the early stages.

I could only hope that my upcoming quest to obtain the divine blessing would go smoothly.

Ch.21 - 1. The Heroine Gains An Opportunity (4)
I've finished the team assignments, but my work is just beginning.

For an Exorcist in a high position, paperwork always follows.

As soon as I got home, I changed into comfortable clothes, sat at my desk, and started by filling out the team formation application. Then I opened the Baek Clan's budget manual to check the format while calculating the budget.

"Material costs and then..."

In the real world, I might have struggled with budget planning without a computer, but fortunately, Baek Ye-a, whom I've transmigrated into, was intelligent, and having the Baek Clan's budget manual made it not too difficult to complete. Still, it took quite some time.

After pushing the calculator aside, I checked whether the budget I'd allocated met the Baek Clan's standards.

Since I'd used the maximum amount I could request, it didn't seem like it would be rejected for exceeding limits.

Now all that remained was writing a letter to the main house...

In this world, like in the real world, there's a technology similar to telegrams that can send more information than going to the post office, but as in the past reality, people here tend to exchange news through letters unless it's urgent.

After organizing what to write in my head, I picked up my fountain pen and began writing on paper.

<>

I hope you have been well.

It feels like just yesterday that I left the main house in the cold winter when all things wither before preparing to bloom again, yet so much time has already passed.

The reason I'm sending this letter is that there are matters I would like the clan head to personally oversee and assist with.

From the past, our Baek Clan has fought for the will of "The Enlightened One" - to achieve the great cause of "Annihilate Demons and Save the World," to defeat all demons in this world and bring eternal prosperity to the Human World.

As a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan with such a proud history of struggle for humanity, I feel responsible and am committed to doing my utmost to fulfill my duty for salvation. I have organized the necessary funds for team activities and am sending them herewith.

Spring has already arrived, when all things bloom beautifully. I pray for the peace of the Baek Clan and the clan head. I'll end here.

Sincerely,
Baek Ye-a

<>

This should be enough, right?

Originally, the Baek Clan has a separate department for budgeting and various procedures for obtaining funds, but I am, after all, a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan.

No matter how much I'm ostracized by the family, being a Successor Candidate gives me top priority in the clan's administrative processes.

In other words, as soon as the clan head confirms and deems it reasonable, the money comes in immediately.

Privileges are really nice at times like this. When you can use them, you should use them generously.

I put the letter and budget application—written in handwriting that mimicked what appeared to be Baek Ye-a's writing style before my transmigration—into an envelope. I lit the wick attached to the blue wax seal, let the wax drop, and firmly pressed it with the seal engraved with the character 伯, given to the Baek Clan's Successor Candidates.

This letter will be sent quickly through the Baek Clan's dedicated line at the post office.

I wish this was the end, but as a team leader, there was still much to do—certainly not little.

As team activities continue, there will be many more documents to write. From simple reports to activity specifications and various other things that need to be written. Especially the trouble of cleaning up after a team member makes a mistake or causes an accident—it made me truly understand why superiors in animations or novels get angry when the protagonist causes trouble.

Right, I struggled with this in the previous cycle too.

It wasn't for nothing that this world's maxim states that great authority comes from great responsibility.

It's no wonder the head of a group tells their successor to try being a team leader once.

Still, I've come up with a clever plan to give items to Lee Hui-hyeon later without making the other team members feel discriminated against, while also reducing my burden as team leader. If I do it this way, it should be less burdensome than my team leadership activities in the previous cycle.

Compared to the previous cycle when I had to be team leader simply because it was required, now I have the justification of helping Lee Hui-hyeon save the world, so it should be much... no, it won't be better. I almost thought positively again.

After tidying up my desk, I stood up and stretched.

It's gotten late, so I think I'll wash up and go to bed, I thought as I headed to the bathroom.

The next morning, I embraced the now-familiar headache, organized my thoughts, showered, changed clothes, and left home early.

The application can be submitted during the submission period, but today is the day to gather the children who've joined the team for an important announcement. Originally, I thought about doing it after getting the artifacts, but since I've already mentioned it, I decided to say everything today.

Come to think of it, I forgot to tell Lee Hui-hyeon that I wanted to talk to him later.

I'll have to tell him when I see him, I thought as I opened the classroom door and witnessed, as expected, our protagonist Lee Hui-hyeon sleeping with his head down—a sight of someone who loves the classroom too much.

That's good, but strangely, seeing him makes me angry.

I approached slowly so as not to wake him, raised my hand high toward the sky, then lowered it again, thinking I'd better tell him later, and was about to pass by to go to my seat.

"What?"

"Eek!"

Shit, you scared me. I almost had a heart attack.

Lee Hui-hyeon, the very person who startled me, looked at me with a slightly sleepy but curious expression and asked, "Why are you so surprised?"

"How long have you been awake?"

"I wasn't sleeping, just lying down. I got up because someone came and stood next to me."

Ah, I see.

It would have been a disaster if I had hit him. I'm glad I waited for another opportunity.

After admiring my self-control, I said to Lee Hui-hyeon, "I've already told the others..."

"That you want to see us about something related to the team, right?"

"What? How did you know?"

"Ho-jin and Su-a asked me. They wanted to know what you had to say about the team. I told them I didn't know either."

"Ah."

So that's what happened. They could have just asked me directly, and I would have answered. Why ask Lee Hui-hyeon?

Then I realized that since Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a joined on Lee Hui-hyeon's recommendation, it made sense they would think that way.

"It's nothing special. I was thinking of introducing a deputy team leader system for efficiency this time."

"A deputy team leader system?"

"Yes, so I thought we needed to gather everyone at the student cafeteria to reach an agreement. This isn't something I can decide on my own."

After hearing my words, Lee Hui-hyeon slowly nodded and said, "That's a really good idea. You're thinking of having a backup commander in case the team leader gets injured or something happens to the commander, right? Even in normal situations, if used well, it could allow for more tactical team management."

As I watched Lee Hui-hyeon put his left hand under his chin and look elsewhere thoughtfully, I thought:

I didn't really think of it that way.

I was just aiming to spend a bit more money, get Lee Hui-hyeon on board, and reduce my workload, but as I've felt before, Lee Hui-hyeon seems to overestimate me strangely.

There's no need to correct him, I suppose.

"So later during lunch, could you call Ho-jin and Su-a? I'll bring Yu-na."

"Alright, I'll do that."

After morning classes ended, lunchtime arrived.

"So you're the new members? Nice to meet you. I'm Jeong Yu-na from the Cheonghwa Clan!"

As soon as Jeong Yu-na saw Han Su-a and Yeon Ho-jin, whom Lee Hui-hyeon had brought, she greeted them with a smile.

"I'm Yeon Ho-jin, no affiliation. Nice to meet you."

"Then you must be Su-a? Han Su-a."

When Jeong Yu-na called her name, Han Su-a smiled faintly and said, "Yes, that's right. I also have no affiliation. Pleased to meet you."

Her social skills are impressive as always. Although there was still some awkwardness since they were meeting for the first time, I wasn't worried at all, given that it was Jeong Yu-na.

After we all had lunch together, I gathered the children at a table and began what I wanted to say.

"The reason I asked you all to gather is to ask for your opinions. I want to introduce a deputy team leader system to my team."

"Deputy team leader? So that was the important talk?"

After I spoke to everyone during lunch, Jeong Yu-na tilted her head slightly and asked.

"Can you explain in more detail?"

When Yeon Ho-jin asked in a cautious tone, I nodded and said, "First of all, the practical training is actually not much different from real combat. They say they make thorough preparations and keep students in the rear, but fighting demons means there's always a risk of someone getting injured or killed."

I started by laying the groundwork for the necessity of a deputy team leader system.

"That's certainly true. I heard there was a fatal accident during last year's training too."

"Right, once you become an Exorcist, dying in battle is common—nothing special about it. Even at this moment, somewhere on the frontier, Exorcists are dying. But anyway, Exorcists need someone to lead them. If that leader dies or gets injured, what happens to the command structure?"

"So that's why you want to introduce a deputy team leader system?"

They understood easily, as expected of Yegak Academy students. It's good that the conversation is moving quickly.

"That's right. Even though our team is small, I don't want a situation where we lose our command structure in an instant and everyone else gets hurt while in confusion. So I want everyone to take turns being deputy team leader, so that everyone can develop the capacity to be an acting team leader at any time."

After hearing my words, everyone fell into thought for a moment, and opposition came from an unexpected source.

"Hmm... then I'm against it."

The person opposing was Jeong Yu-na.

"Why do you think so?"

"The academy already educates us on leadership skills and capabilities, and no matter how good the intention is, if we newly enrolled students create and introduce an unprecedented deputy team leader system, who knows what negative consequences it might bring? Structurally, it's not traditional, so it feels off to me."

Right, Yu-na, despite appearances, was a traditionalist who valued tradition. She had said that although the Cheonghwa Clan's dyeing tradition was uncomfortable, it should naturally be followed because ancestors had their reasons.

"I'm in favor. I think the intention is definitely good."

The next person to speak was Han Su-a.

"However, I'm against taking turns. If we rotate the deputy team leader position like a duty roster, the position won't have authority and will be seen as just a chore. If in an emergency, Ye-a gets injured or killed, and the person who was deputy team leader takes over as team leader, there's a risk that others won't listen to them."

After Han Su-a finished speaking, Yeon Ho-jin continued in agreement.

"That's definitely right. I also agree with Su-a's opinion. Since the deputy team leader position could potentially substitute for the team leader, rotating it would not instill authority, which could be dangerous."

My idea of rotating the deputy team leader position, which I had thought of to give everyone work and items, was thus stranded for the very realistic reason that rotating the position like a duty would not instill authority in the deputy team leader position.

Was taking turns a bad idea?

"What do you think, Hui-hyeon?"

I asked Lee Hui-hyeon with some hope, but he also agreed.

"The kids are right. If we rotate the deputy team leader position like a duty, the position would be deputy team leader in name only, with a high risk of becoming meaningless in practice. That would lead to loss of control in emergency situations. I'm also against rotating the deputy team leader position."

As expected of those who have lived as Exorcists in a world where concepts are important.

Despite their different personalities, they don't disagree on this point.

"Yu-na, are you still completely against it?"

"I just feel uncomfortable about it, but if everyone wants to do it, I'll go along. Exorcists working together to handle something is a highly traditional practice. But I still think rotating is not a good idea."

So rotating was a bad idea after all.

"Alright, then let's forget about rotating the deputy team leader position. So who should be the deputy team leader..."

To legally give items preferentially, Lee Hui-hyeon needed to become the deputy team leader, but the proposal to take turns had essentially been scrapped, which meant that if Lee Hui-hyeon became deputy team leader, he would remain so until the team disbanded.

In other words, I would have to work much more closely with him than now.

...Wait, I might be screwed if I'm not careful.

"For now, let's—"

"How about Hui-hyeon as deputy team leader?"

Just as I was about to suggest disbanding for now and thinking of a better way, that blue-haired Extra girl shouted.

"What? Why?"

When I asked, Yu-na smiled brightly and said, "Well, among us, Hui-hyeon has the most outstanding skills, and above all, he brought in two team members right after joining. So I think he's the most qualified to be deputy team leader."

"No, but that talisman was mine—"

"That sounds good. Hui-hyeon definitely has something special about him. If someone has to do it, it should be Hui-hyeon."

"I have no objections either."

After Yeon Ho-jin, Han Su-a also agreed, creating an atmosphere impossible to reverse.

Really? I had assumed we would rotate, but why is the situation flowing this way?

What's so special about that hardcore early-game fodder?

My last hope was that Lee Hui-hyeon, feeling pressured by the situation, would take a step back, but...

"Then I'll be the deputy team leader. I look forward to working with you all."

Lee Hui-hyeon accepted lightly. No, this bastard.

"Now, everyone, applause for Team Leader Baek Ye-a and Deputy Team Leader Lee Hui-hyeon, a well-matched pair!"

Jeong Yu-na, with her characteristic friendliness, encouraged the children to applaud while looking at me and winking slightly.

What's that about? Does she want me to pick the eye that's not closed?

I knew Jeong Yu-na was unpredictable, but I couldn't grasp why she suddenly acted this way after opposing earlier.

Was she trying to play a trick now that the majority was leaning toward creating a deputy team leader position? What a practical bitch. Why is a Doseon Cult believer acting like this?

Looking at the children clapping as if they had become very compatible despite the initial awkwardness, I thought:

Maybe I never had the ability to control the situation from the beginning?

Perhaps I had already fallen into a trap when I thought I had come up with a clever plan?

Since I had brought it up first and it had already been decided by majority vote, I thought it would be difficult to reverse, so I just smiled.

Damn it.

Ch.22 - 1. The Heroine Gains An Opportunity (5)
When Baek Ye-a opened her eyes, she found herself lying in an unfamiliar cave.

The scent of medicine stung her nostrils, and she felt the tight pressure of bandages against her skin.

With effort, she turned her head and saw a man sitting nearby, stirring porridge in a pot. An old sword wrapped in bandages leaned against the wall beside him.

"You're awake already. I guess the rumors about you being the strongest exorcist of this era weren't exaggerated."

"Lee Hui-hyeon...?"

The man named looked up from the boiling pot and turned toward Baek Ye-a.

His black eyes were rimmed with red. He was definitely the Lee Hui-hyeon she knew.

"I didn't know you knew my name."

"You were definitely on the wild route..."

"Wild? Well, I suppose this environment could be called wild."

Lee Hui-hyeon stirred the pot with a ladle as he continued speaking.

"You were screaming occasionally while you slept. Did you have a nightmare?"

Baek Ye-a forced herself to sit up and leaned against the cave wall.

"Ugh..."

Even as she struggled to prop herself up, Lee Hui-hyeon merely glanced at her before looking away again.

If he thought she truly couldn't move, he would have told her to lie back down, but he could see she had enough strength to lean against the wall.

"Eat some porridge and get more rest. Even the strongest exorcist can reopen wounds by moving too quickly after waking up. Stay as long as you want. I have something I need to do, so I'll be heading out soon."

"What do you need to do?"

After a moment of silence, Baek Ye-a asked. Lee Hui-hyeon had just finished cooking and was ladling porridge into a bowl.

"Annihilate demons and save the world."

---

Damn it, my head hurts so much I can't even sleep properly.

After preparing thoroughly at home early in the morning, I was now on the first bus heading to my destination.

After transferring buses several times and traveling from well-paved roads to dirt paths, the constant jolting of the bus brought waves of motion sickness and headaches simultaneously.

Leaning my head against something helped ease the nausea slightly, so I tried propping my sword on the floor and resting my head against it, but the continued bumping only resulted in my forehead getting smacked, making me yelp in pain.

Now I was sitting curled up with the window open, feeling the breeze on my face. I'd removed my hiking boots and was hugging my tactical bag—the kind exorcists use for carrying supplies on their backs like sling bags—and my sword, with my head leaned against the window and my eyes closed.

Even with motion sickness medicine, I was in this state. How susceptible to motion sickness am I?

My destination was Mt. Baekri, the origin place of the Baekri Clan, which was the predecessor to the Baek Clan.

In this game where there's no "exclusive weapon" system, I was on my way to obtain what could be called Baek Ye-a's weapon—a sword.

I was going to retrieve the Ayong Sword, a divine artifact lost by the Baek Clan long ago. It was used by Baek Su-ye, the founder of the Baek Clan. Before the arrival of the Unkillable, it was a product of magical engineering, which was at its peak then but has since declined for various reasons.

Looking at the Inherent Path inherited from the Enlightened One, unlike me who's a jack-of-all-trades, Baek Su-ye was the most versatile and talented of the disciples, but he had one fatal flaw: his naming sense.

When you hear the name "Ayong Sword," you might think it was named out of some great self-love, as is common with exceptional masters.

But in reality, it simply means "the sword I use." Later, his wife had to take over naming their children because his naming sense was so poor.

This unfortunate legacy was inherited by his distant descendant, Baek Ye-a, who was mocked with names like "Ye-a's Ayong Sword" or "Ohoho I Like This Sword" because of the sword's name.

To make matters worse, since the character was weak in performance, the sword was often used by Lee Hui-hyeon as an intermediate step before awakening it, rather than by Baek Ye-a herself. There were even scenes where she cried after having her sword confiscated.

If I had known I would transmigrate like this, I wouldn't have laughed at those scenes.

Damn it.

Now you might wonder: if the Ayong Sword, a divine artifact lost by the Baek Clan, is at Mt. Baekri, the origin place of the Baek Clan, why doesn't the Baek Clan know about it?

The reason is simple.

During the Baek Clan's Fratricide, when various factions fought for the clan head position, the Martial Faction secretly hid it to secure their legitimacy, but they all died or disappeared without revealing its location.

The Baek Clan's Fratricide.

This major incident caused the once-flourishing Baek Clan, which had rivaled the Huye Clan among the great exorcist families, to decline dramatically to the lowest rank among the great exorcist families. Through this event, the Baek Clan lost countless techniques, treasures, and assets.

Phrases like "The ones who killed the most Baek were other Baek" and "The tragedy where blood was spilled between those who would have remained brothers if they hadn't fought" still describe this event today. But regardless of the past, it was fine by me since it allowed me to obtain a divine artifact that would otherwise be impossible to get.

As for the lost techniques, I already had them memorized through system corrections or technique acquisitions, so that wasn't an issue.

When the bus finally stopped jolting and I opened my eyes, I saw the familiar landscape I'd seen in my previous playthrough.

It took some time to find in my previous life, but this time I roughly knew where it was, so I could climb the mountain with minimal supplies compared to last time.

"Should be around here?"

After eight hours of hiking deep into the mountain, I grumbled about how well-hidden it was as I took out my field shovel and began digging. The soil hadn't accumulated much despite the passage of time, and soon a door leading underground was revealed.

I wedged the shovel into the door crack and pushed it sideways, revealing stairs leading underground. As I descended, I saw a round object embedded in the wall, still emitting light.

Curious even after seeing it before, I approached and noticed an inscription on the wall:

"Love others as yourself, but not too closely.
Guard yourself from others, but not too distantly."

This was a teaching widely spread among Baek Clan members during the Fratricide.

Simply interpreted, it suggests maintaining a middle path in relationships, but it ultimately fueled the subtle tensions within the Baek Clan.

Turning away from the inscription, I continued forward and saw a massive door engraved with a soaring hawk, symbolizing "first" (Baek).

I took out a stat-boosting potion from my tactical bag and drank it.

"You who stand before me. How will you prove you are of the Baek lineage?"

The sight of artificial beings called Ga-in, all with identical faces and human appearances, speaking in unison was truly bizarre no matter how many times I witnessed it.

They were placed here to prevent the divine artifact from falling into non-Baek hands. They operated on a similar principle to the Gasaengi that were used for skill assessment tests, powered by the spiritual energy of the Divine Sandalwood Tree—these were powered by Mt. Baekri's spiritual energy.

The answer to their question is as follows:

"Strength."

Even if I proved my lineage, I'm not from the Martial Faction, so they wouldn't let me pass.
Therefore, just as Lee Hui-hyeon did in the game, I had no choice but to take it by force.

---

Baek Ye-a
Age: 17
Gender: Female

Abilities:
Strength B+, Agility B+, Intelligence B, Luck E, Spiritual Energy B+(A)

Path to Enlightenment:
All-Purpose Exorcist (Inherent)
All-Seeing Eye
Incomplete ???
Training

Status:
Under Spiritual Medicine Effect (Temporary)

---

The Ga-in charged at me with various weapons. If I were an ordinary human, I'd be dead, but I'm an exorcist.
And not just any exorcist—one enhanced by drugs.

Moreover, as artificial beings, they're vulnerable to the spiritual energy I emit.

Unlike before, I instantly entered a state of oneness with my sword. I took a stance and swung, creating an illusion of a flying hawk as I cut down a Ga-in.

Baekri Sword Technique: High-Flying Killing Strike

This is enough for Ga-in.

"Keak!"

Having reached a state of oneness, I delivered a single slash from above, cutting the approaching Ga-in in two. I positioned myself at the entrance to avoid being surrounded and faced the oncoming Ga-in.

Like Gasaengi, Ga-in aren't very intelligent and lack the capacity for strategy. They only know how to guard the divine artifact and attack intruders.

"Keak!"
"Kaak!"

Still, I didn't feel particularly strong. I knew all too well that my current strength was due to the weakness of my opponents, not my own power.

"Kraak!"

There's a saying that if you're stupid, your body suffers. When I first heard this, I thought that if I had come here with my original stats without knowing the strategy, I would have died in a fierce battle. So the saying in this world should be modified:

If you're stupid, your body dies.

But then again, if I didn't know the strategy, I wouldn't have come here at all.

"Keok!"

I cut down the last Ga-in.

And so, the artificial beings created by the Baek Clan in its prime to guard the divine artifact for so long were annihilated.

As expected of artificial beings, they're pathetically weak compared to their stats. Even someone with low coefficients like me could sweep through them.

If I had come without meeting the stat requirements, it would have been a terrifying boss battle, but now that this was reality and not a game, I wouldn't do something so foolish.

"I could have just come later if I wasn't in such a hurry."

Expressing meaningless regret, I opened the door beyond the room where the Ga-in had been and saw the box I had come for.

I struck the lock with my sword, then carefully removed the sword inside, with its decayed scabbard, hilt, and hilt wrapping.

Carefully pulling out the blade while avoiding the crumbling hilt, I saw the emblem of a soaring hawk engraved on the lower part of the blade, contrasting with the decayed exterior, and the white blade that still maintained its pristine condition.

---

Ayong Sword

Rank: Divine Artifact

An ancient divine artifact passed down from the time when the Baek Clan was known as the Baekri Clan.
It is said that the first person to use this weapon in the distant past was a very versatile individual.

---

The description is unfriendly yet strangely helpful, as always.

Still, I'm happy. Now I can use techniques that my spiritual meridians couldn't handle with a common-grade sword.

After throwing the scabbard and crumbled hilt back into the box, I wrapped the blade in cloth I had prepared in my tactical bag.

With the heroine bonus stats, recruiting Lee Hui-hyeon, and the assistant leader position, I was worried because nothing seemed to come easily lately. But this task ended so smoothly that I wondered if it was really okay for it to be this simple.

I hope nothing happens later.

After wrapping the blade in cloth and making it so I could carry it, I put on my tactical bag first, then slung the wrapped blade over my shoulder. I returned to the surface, closed the door, and covered it with soil.

Now all that remained was to descend the mountain before the effects of the stat-boosting potion wore off and muscle pain set in.

Ch.23 - 1. Ominous Premonition (1)
The morning after returning from getting my Giyeon, I woke up feeling every muscle in my body screaming in protest—a side effect of the stat-boosting potion.

The potion only protected the spiritual meridians, not the muscles, which caused this reaction.

I could appreciate the brilliance of the pharmacy grandfather who created a spiritual medicine that didn't harm the meridians, but sometimes I wished for an improved version.

The pain started as bearable but quickly became unbearable. Without exaggeration, it was more painful than the morning after doing manual labor jobs in my previous life before military service.

If I didn't have an Exorcist's robust physique, I would've been bedridden all day.

I struggled to get up from bed and walked painfully to the mirror.

"Damn it."

Due to the potion's side effects and spending sixteen hours walking through mountains to obtain my Giyeon, the reflection showed a sickly-looking silver-haired, golden-eyed beauty who appeared visibly unwell.

In my previous regression, when I had better stats before taking the potion, the side effects weren't this severe. This was an unexpected complication.

It was already hard enough dealing with looking like a beautiful girl, but now a sickly beautiful girl?

If I went to Yegak Academy looking like this, people would definitely ask what happened.

Unlike ordinary humans, Exorcists rarely get sick unless they contract something like the Black Death that rots their meridians, so rumors would definitely spread.

Rumors about the Baek Clan's Successor Candidate showing up to school looking ill but refusing to explain why.

If the main family or Baek Ye-na heard about it...

"Should I wear makeup?"

I couldn't help but curse at my own suggestion. Makeup, seriously?

I was already dealing with heroine-like events that were giving me headaches, and even if I tried to hide it, if someone perceptive like Jeong Yu-na noticed, she'd definitely try to link me with Lee Hui-hyeon in some strange way.

I couldn't choose to skip school until I recovered because I wasn't just a squad member but a Team Leader responsible for an entire team.

I was cornered.

No wonder things had been going too smoothly.

"No, there's still a day until school. I just need to recover somehow by then."

Anyway, I needed to go out today to find a new scabbard and hilt for the Ayong Sword. I needed to have the sword ready before our first practical training.

After getting the new scabbard and hilt for the Ayong Sword and returning home, I slept all day, believing I'd recover my complexion after a good rest.

Then came the dreaded day of school. The muscle pain had decreased, but the sickly-looking beauty in the mirror hadn't disappeared.

After staring at the mirror for a moment, I reached for cosmetics I hadn't touched in either my previous regression or this one.

Right, basic makeup should be fine.

Just apply a little. Just a little.


I arrived at school with my tired body, but this time Lee Hui-hyeon was nowhere to be seen.

I had things to discuss with him about his deputy leader duties.

I thought I'd talk to him when he arrived later, but even as students began filing in one by one, there was still no sign of him.

What could have happened?

"Ye-a, Ye-a."

Shortly after, Jeong Yu-na stopped on her way to her seat and looked at me with a grinning smile.

Damn, here it comes. I tried to act as natural as possible.

"What's up? Did something good happen?"

"Hehe, isn't the good thing happening to you? Ye-a, did you think I wouldn't notice?"

This extra with her sharp eyes.

I feigned ignorance and asked back.

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

"Really? Then can I tell Hui-hyeon later?"

"...Tell him what?"

"Coincidentally, just a week after Hui-hyeon became deputy leader! By pure coincidence, our Ye-a has become interested in makeup...! Mmph! Mmph!"

I covered the mouth of this blue-haired extra who was speaking theatrically and whispered quickly.

"No, it's not like that! I just had something on my skin, that's all!"

"Something on an Exorcist's skin? Don't you find that strange even as you say it?"

This cheating Exorcist body.

My clumsy excuse only seemed to reinforce Yu-na's misguided conviction.

"Anyway, keep quiet. Don't tell Hui-hyeon. It's not what you think."

Even after I forcibly ended the conversation, Jeong Yu-na continued to smile at me, which made me very uncomfortable.

"Why are you smiling like that?"

"Hmm? No, it's just that looking at you reminds me of my younger sister. She couldn't be honest either, just like you. But her actions showed... hehe."

Listening to Yu-na's giggling, I thought:

Well, I've been patient long enough.

I was considering grabbing her hand and twisting it like last time when I heard other students entering the classroom.

"I'll keep it a secret from the others for now, so good luck. You know I'm on your side, right? Fighting!"

"What's that supposed to mean? Hey!"

Why does Jeong Yu-na always act exactly as I expect when nothing else goes according to plan?

I firmly resolved to get back at her later and made a mental note of this incident.

As the next period passed, and then the one after that, Lee Hui-hyeon still hadn't shown up.

That's strange. He's not the type to skip school without notice.

Feeling something was off, I went to ask Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a if they knew what happened to Hui-hyeon.

"Hui-hyeon? No, I don't know either. He's not the type to skip school without notice."

"No, I'm not sure."

Neither of them knew anything.

Being the deputy leader and skipping school without notice? If he was going to be absent, he should have at least said something.

Just wait until he shows up.


After finishing morning classes, during lunch break, I rejected Jeong Yu-na's invitation to eat together and had a simple meal of rice balls in the student lounge before heading back to the classroom.

Walking with a deep sense of fatigue—the first I'd felt since possessing Baek Ye-a's body—I saw a familiar face approaching from the opposite direction.

Black hair with all-seeing eyes, a cloak embroidered with a lotus emblem, and a small but well-developed physique.

It was Jeon In-hwa, the successor of the Jeon Clan.

"Hello, Fellow Student Baek Ye-a."

"Fellow Student Jeon In-hwa? It feels like it's been a long time."

"Yes, I've been busy investigating the doctrine corruption based on the information you provided, which took some time. However, I felt the need to meet with you."

"Are you here to investigate me?"

Instead of asking indirectly or pretending not to know and causing unnecessary misunderstandings, I asked directly. Jeon In-hwa covered her mouth and laughed before responding.

"Rather than 'investigate,' which lacks mutual trust, let's call it a conversation. I trust you, Fellow Student Baek Ye-a. By the way, the academy must be busy with team assignments now. Do you need more time?"

Jeon In-hwa still seemed to like me.

There was no hostility in her expression that my All-Seeing Eye could detect, and I still had my bonus stats.

However, I felt slightly uneasy about her somewhat awkward behavior, so I thought it better to get this over with quickly rather than postpone it.

"No, we've finished the team assignments, so it's fine."

"That's good. Then let's find a quiet place to talk."

The place Jeon In-hwa chose was a corner of the academy rarely visited by students.

Thinking this wouldn't be an ordinary conversation, I followed her and sat down.

"First, we've rooted out all the subversives within the Won-gak Cult. Intensive investigations were conducted on those involved in scripture revisions, and anyone even slightly involved in doctrine corruption has been sentenced to death."

As expected, Jeon In-hwa began with a conversation far from ordinary.

"While current human world law doesn't recognize guilt by association, matters related to demons remain the domain of us Exorcists. Therefore, the families of clergy involved in this doctrine corruption were also investigated—those involved were sentenced to death, while those uninvolved were permanently exiled to the borderlands."

"That's quite a merciful judgment."

"Yes, executing everyone, even those uninvolved, would contradict the Won-gak Cult's spirit of compassion. Since my Jeon Clan handled this investigation exclusively, such mercy was possible."

One might think this is an insane conversation, but in a hardcore world where there's no mercy when it comes to demons, permanent exile to the borderlands is indeed very merciful.

Even in the Won-gak Cult's own investigation during my previous regression, the punishment wasn't any less severe, so I thought it fortunate that I had entrusted this matter to Jeon In-hwa.

"It was impossible to trace the mastermind as more and more people became mentally broken and unable to speak, presumably due to some dark arts, but we were able to successfully resolve the doctrine corruption case itself. This is undoubtedly thanks to you and the unnamed person who provided you with information. I'm only sorry that due to the special nature of this case, we cannot publicly acknowledge this achievement in the human world."

Jeon In-hwa didn't seem interested in asking about who gave me the information. It really did seem like she called me for a conversation, not an investigation.

"Not at all. Without you taking my story seriously, the information would have been useless regardless. This too is a blessing for the human world."

After a brief pause, Jeon In-hwa carefully continued.

"Fellow Student Baek Ye-a, the reason I wanted to speak with you today is because I have something to tell you."

"Something to tell me?"

"Yes, while investigating those connected to the doctrine corruption, we uncovered information too significant to ignore. Before I continue, have you experienced any threats to your safety recently?"

I considered why she would suddenly ask such a question.

"No, I haven't."

"Have you noticed any suspicious individuals around you?"

"No, nothing like that either. Why are you asking?"

"Their targets weren't limited to one person, and further investigation is needed, but among them, we found evidence of an assassination plot against you."

For a brief moment, I pondered Jeon In-hwa's words before responding with undisguised shock.

"What?"

Ch.24 - 1. Ominous Premonition (2)
At this point, I'm just one of the Baek Clan's successor candidates who hasn't stood out publicly except for ranking first in the skill assessment test. And I'm not even a promising candidate like Baek Ye-a's half-siblings who have their own power bases within the family—I'm an outcast candidate.

Based on my knowledge of the original story, I'll eventually become the most troublesome and powerful exorcist against the Unkillable and his subordinates, alongside Lee Hui-hyeon. But right now, I'm just a third-rate exorcist with only the Ayong Sword in my possession.

That's why, among all the variables that have occurred so far, the assassination attempt on me wasn't just a simple variable—it was something that shouldn't have happened in the early stages. At this point, the World-Ending Cult moves very secretly without carelessly leaving traces.

So there was absolutely no reason for them to risk collective exposure by attempting to assassinate me—someone who, despite having a certain position, is merely an exorcist compared to other successors or the clan head.

Why on earth are they trying to assassinate me?

"Fellow Student Baek Ye-a, I understand you're confused by this sudden news, but there's more to tell, so please listen."

Jeon In-hwa spoke to me, apparently noticing my visible agitation.

I calmed myself down before responding.

"Yes, please continue."

"In my opinion, the group behind this incident is likely of a different caliber than the simple cults that have been following the demon of ruin until now. They probably suffered significant damage from the investigation into the doctrine contamination incident, but the organization itself is still intact."

I easily understood what Jeon In-hwa was trying to say.

"Are you saying the assassination order against me is still valid?"

"Yes. Judging by the fact that you don't know anything, it seems the assassination attempt hasn't been carried out for some reason, but please be careful. No matter how physically strong an exorcist may be, you're no different from an ordinary human in that a moment of carelessness could get you killed."

I know that point well. In the previous cycle, I witnessed countless exorcists die that way right before my eyes.

But I didn't show it and expressed my gratitude instead.

"Yes, thank you for letting me know."

"Now that I've informed you, I trust you'll handle this well, so I'll be going. I still have matters to attend to."

Contrary to my initial impression, Jeon In-hwa was only sharing the results of her work and information before leaving.

Unlike her behavior in the previous cycle, where she grew increasingly suspicious of me toward the later stages before eventually backstabbing me, she seemed to genuinely trust me, which was almost puzzling.

Was directly informing Jeon In-hwa about the doctrine contamination incident the right choice?

Well, whatever works. More importantly, I need to think about the assassination now.

This definitely didn't happen in the early stages of the previous cycle, and I don't know why they're specifically targeting me. But since I won't figure out the reason by brooding over it alone, what I need now is a practical countermeasure.

Even though nothing has happened so far, the fact that Jeon In-hwa personally came to inform me means I shouldn't take this lightly and risk being ambushed unexpectedly.

My house is protected by a barrier, but...

"I should consider a few more physical safeguards."

I can't choose to restrict my activities to protect myself just because of an assassination threat. I have too many things to do during this relatively relaxed early period.

I headed back to the classroom, thinking I should call a technician to my house soon.

Right, I should also visit the dormitory later to check on Lee Hui-hyeon, just in case.

<>

How did it come to this?

The blood-soaked man was breathing heavily as he lay fallen on the floor, desperately looking at the man standing before him holding an ancient-looking sword.

"Who... who are you? Who sent you?"

This was an old building in the Hwayeon region, far from Yegak Academy.

The subordinate guarding the door had opened it after hearing the rhythmic knocking they used as a code, and standing at the door was a young man who appeared to be a teenager.

Then came the slaughter.

They clearly had the advantage in numbers and terrain.

The man was just one person, while they were twenty.

But they lost. The man's sword could not be blocked by any means.

Wherever the man's blade passed, all that remained were comrades who collapsed without even realizing how they had been cut.

Fifteen times.

That was the number of times the man had swung his sword to kill everyone inside except for the man on the floor.

The man seemed uninterested in answering the question, silently tilting his head to quietly look at the wounded man.

The cold gaze, devoid of any emotion, as if looking at something insignificant, made the wounded man instinctively shrink back.

From this man who looked like he hadn't lived even half as long as himself, who had been through all sorts of hardships in his life.

As the man finally stepped toward him, the wounded man spoke, trying to hide his fear.

"You, I don't know who sent you, but you're making a big mistake. Do you think you can kill me and get away with it? Do you think you can mess with the Hyangdo Covenant and remain unharmed?"

The man's footsteps paused momentarily upon hearing these words.

"Hyangdo Covenant?"

"Y-yes! Our organization isn't just here! When they find out this place has been attacked, our allies from other places will hunt you down, and...!"

"I killed them all."

The man's casual statement, delivered in an utterly mundane tone, made the wounded man pause for a moment.

"What did you just say?"

The man, who had been rummaging through his pocket, threw something at the wounded man.

And what rolled on the ground was...

"Your leader's ring."

The wounded man was shocked. That ring was definitely used for the seal that stamped the orders sent down to branch organizations.

It was the ring he had seen on the leader's index finger during the appointment ceremony for executives.

Why did this man have it?

The last time orders came down was definitely a week ago. Had the entire upper organization fallen to just one person in that time?

"How on earth..."

"Haven't you all realized it until now? Your orders always come from top to bottom. So once I clean up the upper organization, the rest is very easy. They don't even let branches contact each other for fear of coordinated rebellion."

The man raised his sword, seemingly ready to finish it.

Seeing this, the wounded man desperately cried out.

"Wait! Please wait! If you spare me, I'll give you everything! I was in charge of managing the leader's secret funds—I'll give you all of it! Please just spare my life!"

The man showed no interest in the wounded man's plea for his life.

"Interesting. Everyone else also claimed they knew where money was kept."

"I'm telling the truth! So please...!"

"But I refused them all. If you wanted to live, you shouldn't have touched Ye-a."

After killing the man, Lee Hui-hyeon, now alone, shook the blood off his blade.

With this, he had mostly eliminated the dangerous groups.

There would be no major threats to Baek Ye-a's safety for a while.

But...

"I couldn't find one this time either."

If he had wanted to, Lee Hui-hyeon could have killed everyone without leaving a single person alive, and without even needing to swing his sword fifteen times.

But the reason he hadn't done so was to find the "vessels" that typically hide one or two at a time in groups like these.

These were different from ordinary vessels possessed by evil spirits.

That kind of vessel wouldn't easily fall to Lee Hui-hyeon's sword, and they always revealed themselves when their lives were in danger.

But given that none appeared despite him dragging things out for so long, it seemed there were none "this time."

"Not good. Something feels off."

Lee Hui-hyeon quietly muttered, bringing his left hand to his chin.

They left the assassination order for Baek Ye-a in place but didn't show themselves.

What kind of scheme were they preparing?

After dropping a symbol used by a hostile group to the Hyangdo Covenant at the scene, Lee Hui-hyeon looked down at the people he had killed before leaving.

These were people who committed murder, rape, assassination, robbery, and illegal exploitation in groups, extorting the fruits of honest citizens' labor.

Anyone who had suffered under the Hyangdo Covenant would unanimously say they were trash who deserved to die.

"But murder is still murder."

Muttering quietly, Lee Hui-hyeon took one last look around the scene before leaving, before anyone else arrived.

Ch.25 - 1. Ominous Premonition (3)
"Hui-hyeon didn't come today?"

I looked at Lee Hui-hyeon's empty seat.

"No, seems like he's not coming today."

Jeong Yu-na glanced toward the teacher's podium as if something had just occurred to her.

"Oh! Did you ask Teacher Ji Seon-hwa?"

Finding the question a bit random, I smiled slightly and replied.

"The teacher wouldn't know about something like that. It's just a one-day absence."

Yu-na tilted her head at my response.

"Really? That's different from the village school I attended when I was young."

"Why? What was your school like?"

Curious, I asked, and Yu-na answered with a smile.

"At my village school, the headmaster knew everything. If someone skipped class, he would come to the village himself to scold them. It was terrifying. Usually, it was my younger sister who got in trouble. She loved playing so much that she'd try to skip school at every opportunity."

Yu-na looked happy talking about her sister.

That's unusual. Most siblings I know can't stand each other, but Yu-na seems to have a good relationship with hers.

"Was the headmaster very strict?"

"No, he was actually a really nice person most of the time. And in our village, everyone knew each other well—they'd take turns watching the children! I was looked after by different aunties too. But the problem with everyone knowing each other so well was that if I did something wrong, the story would spread around the village, and people would bring it up again just when I thought they'd forgotten. Isn't that too much?"

Yu-na seemed slightly annoyed at the memory, but strangely, I found myself liking those villagers.

"Yeah, that's too much."

But I'd better not show it.

The conversation had somehow shifted to Yu-na's hometown, but I enjoyed listening to her stories—they felt warm and familiar.

I wondered if her friendly personality came from her upbringing, but I suspected Yu-na would have turned out this way no matter where she grew up.

Some people are just born with that kind of nature.

"This is the good thing about being from a non-mainstream branch of a clan. Even though I don't get the same treatment as the main Hwa branch within the Cheonghwa Clan, I get to make more neighbors outside. The old lady in our neighborhood always called me 'little Yu-na, little Yu-na'... Oh."

Suddenly, Yu-na stopped as if something had just occurred to her.

"What is it?"

"Come to think of it... Ye-a is Ye-a, right?"

Yu-na's sudden random comment confused me.

"What else would I be?"

"Then is Ye-a 'little Ye-a' or 'Ye-a-ya'?"

"...What?"

What is she talking about?

"Nothing, pfft! Never mind. I should get going now. Bye!"

"Hey! I heard that! Did you really think I didn't understand what you were saying?!"

I shouted at Yu-na, who was already waving and running out of the classroom with a smile on her face.

First the makeup, now my name—that extra girl is always looking for ways to tease me.

Damn, this isn't the "Killing the Unkillable" forum.

"Miss Ye-a, do you have a moment?"

As I was packing my bag to go to the dormitory to check on Hui-hyeon, a familiar voice called out to me.

"Huye Jin?"

Since that day, we'd occasionally made eye contact in passing, but she had never approached me directly like this, so I asked with some surprise.

"Yes, what is it?"

"Actually, I noticed Hui-hyeon didn't come to school today, and I was wondering if something happened. Since you're his friend, I thought you might know."

As Huye Jin expressed concern about Hui-hyeon's absence, I felt a headache coming on along with an inexplicable sense of aversion.

"Miss Ye-a, are you alright?"

As I squinted one eye and put my hand to my head, Huye Jin asked with concern.

"I'm fine. I just have chronic headaches..."

I removed my hand from my head and said to Huye Jin.

"I'm sorry, Huye Jin, but I don't know why Hui-hyeon didn't come today either."

Hearing that I didn't know, Huye Jin looked slightly disappointed.

"I see. Thank you for letting me know."

As she turned to go down the stairs, I called out to her.

"Excuse me, Huye Jin."

"Yes, Miss Ye-a?"

"If you have time, would you like to go to Hui-hyeon's dormitory with me?"

I don't know why I said that. I had no intention of improving my relationship with Huye Jin.

For the first time since our conversation began, Huye Jin smiled and replied.

"I'm sorry. I have something I need to do today."

Her tone suggested she was genuinely disappointed.


Yegak Academy Dormitory.

It's a building located on the outskirts of Yegak Academy, which encircles the Divine Sandalwood Tree.

Thanks to the setting that the academy spared no expense in building the dormitory, it always looks luxurious and sturdy.

The concept of dormitories in the "Killing the Unkillable" world differs from real-world dormitories. In this world, dormitories are more like housing provided by the academy to poor exorcists without backgrounds.

I think this setting was included in the game to allow Lee Hui-hyeon to move around freely, but considering that the students staying here are exorcists rather than ordinary students, perhaps it makes sense.

Although I came here, the dormitory was actually a building I'd rather avoid.

It was the culmination of eeriness, created with all the wisdom of the Human World to prevent the Divine Sandalwood Tree from losing its power and the barrier from collapsing.

After all, it was the likely cause of the incident that pushed Lee Hui-hyeon toward the wild route in the previous playthrough.

Since Hui-hyeon's room number in the game was Yegak Hall 306, I was about to head up to the third floor to wait when I saw a familiar figure walking toward the dormitory entrance.

It was Lee Hui-hyeon, dressed in casual clothes I'd often seen in the game, carrying what looked like a sack over his shoulder and wearing the Old Sword.

Eventually, our eyes met—his black eyes with their red rims.

"Ye-a? What are you doing here?"

Hui-hyeon seemed slightly surprised, as if he hadn't expected me to come all the way to the dormitory.

I wouldn't have come if it weren't for the assassination story, but still, that reaction seems a bit much.

"What am I doing here? Is that what someone who skipped school without notice should be saying? Where have you been that you couldn't even come to school? I had something to discuss with you about the deputy team leader duties."

Hui-hyeon put down the sack he was carrying and said.

"Sorry, I had something that could only be resolved today."

Something that could only be resolved today? Did Hui-hyeon have such a thing?

"What kind of thing could only be resolved today?"

"I've been dealing with something personal for a while, and today was the only chance to eliminate the evil spirits all at once."

"Evil spirits?"

When he mentioned eliminating evil spirits, I remembered something I'd forgotten for a long time.

Come to think of it, after possessing Baek Ye-a, I'd forgotten that this game had several money-making methods, similar to part-time jobs in other games.

For example, simple labor or spirit-binding activities.

Then I recalled how Hui-hyeon would always be sleeping whenever he came to school.

Could it be that all this time...

"Have you been coming to school early to sleep because you've been working at night?"

"Well, yeah."

As Hui-hyeon confirmed he'd been working at night, I felt like I'd been hit on the head.

All this time, I'd been thinking about carrying him, giving him items, and providing opportunities, but I'd forgotten the most important support.

In the "Killing the Unkillable" world, even with academy scholarships, students have to take care of their living expenses themselves.

That means Hui-hyeon has been going out at night to earn money for living expenses, and today he had to skip school for his livelihood.

I'd been cursing him all this time, thinking he was having it easy as the visual novel protagonist while I was struggling, but Hui-hyeon had his own hardships.

Being weak in the early stages, he probably didn't have many job options and must have had days when he came back empty-handed.

Realizing that Hui-hyeon was experiencing the same difficulties I'd faced in real life made me feel sympathetic.

I was going to scold him, but if it's for his livelihood, there's nothing to be done.

Thinking I should start supporting him quickly, I said to Hui-hyeon.

"I see. Did you resolve the issue well?"

"I resolved it so well that it won't be a problem anymore. Sorry for being absent without notice at such a crucial time. From tomorrow, I won't be absent without permission like this."

"No, I should be the one apologizing. As team leader, I should have known earlier. Since we formed our team early, one day shouldn't be a problem. But this is the only time. Next time, you must tell me before you act. You're the deputy team leader."

Lowering my gaze, I noticed Hui-hyeon's bandage-wrapped old sword and the sack on the ground.

"By the way, what's in that sack?"

When I pointed at the sack, Hui-hyeon replied.

"Just clothes."

"Clothes?"

"Yeah, I needed to change clothes, so I took them with me."

"I see." Taking his answer at face value, I said to Hui-hyeon.

"Well, now that I've confirmed you're safe, I'll be going."

"Safe? Did something else happen?"

Oops, I slipped up. But since it was something that could naturally come up in conversation, I casually said to Hui-hyeon.

"When someone who's been coming regularly suddenly doesn't show up, it's natural to worry. That's why I came to check if you're okay."

While I was congratulating myself on the good excuse, Hui-hyeon replied with a smile.

"Thanks, dumbass, for coming to check on me."

"..."

This guy comes in strong. Right, he was in Jeong Yu-na's department.

Or was Yu-na in Hui-hyeon's department? Whatever.

"Tomorrow, after we submit the team formation documents, we're planning to practice together, so you must come."

"Got it. See you tomorrow."

"Yeah, bye, dumbass."

Having returned the insult to Hui-hyeon, I walked away with a satisfied feeling.

Good thing I didn't use a worse insult back then.

As I was walking back, thinking I should put my plans into action, I recalled something.

Come to think of it, the bandages wrapping his sword. He's changed them to new ones.

Ch.26 - 1. Ominous Premonition (4)
As the sun gradually turned red, the shadows on the ground grew darker.

After Baek Ye-a left and Lee Hui-hyeon watched her retreating figure for a moment, he shouldered his bag and headed to the incinerator at the dormitory.

In this world, it wasn't unusual for an Exorcist to burn things with fire.

Fire was commonly used during certain rituals for clothes or tools, impure objects, even incorrectly written talismans, or when performing specific spells.

This time, what Lee Hui-hyeon intended to burn was his own impurity.

After loosening the bandages wrapped around his sword, Lee Hui-hyeon lit the incinerator. He checked the blood-stained clothes in his bag and the old bandages that had been wrapped around his sword, then threw the entire bag into the incinerator and watched it burn before speaking.

"I know you're there, so come out."

Lee Hui-hyeon's emotionless gaze turned behind him.

Then, a Gasaengi crawled through the door toward him.

"So you knew. When did you notice?"

That unpleasant spell and way of speaking.

It's that one.

Lee Hui-hyeon reflected on what had happened before.

"How could I not notice when a Gasaengi with no sense of discretion was staring so obviously at me?"

"Your intuition is impressive. Until now, you're the only one who's been able to see through it like that."

Lee Hui-hyeon looked askance at the Gasaengi, or more precisely, at someone beyond it.

"Why don't you stop hiding behind the Gasaengi and come yourself? Then I might seriously engage in conversation with you."

"I know you'll blow my head off without question the moment I appear. You've done it several times already, so stop saying things you don't mean."

Lee Hui-hyeon stared at the incinerator as he spoke.

"So why approach me through a Gasaengi now, when you never showed yourself all those times I was disrupting your plans?"

"It's simple. Lee Hui-hyeon, no, Destroyer of Enlightenment."

The moment "Destroyer of Enlightenment" was uttered, a flash of sword energy instantly separated the Gasaengi's head from its body. As soon as it was cut, the Gasaengi's body began to dissipate like blooming smoke.

"Hey."

The black and red sword energy emanating from Lee Hui-hyeon's blade, contrasting with his expressionless face, caught the eye of someone beyond the Gasaengi.

"Address me properly by my name. Next time, I won't stop at just beheading you."

From the decapitated Gasaengi's mouth, a broken voice flowed out.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, properly... Baek Ye-a... continue... Like this..."

Under a series of merciless slashes, the Gasaengi was torn apart and disappeared without a trace.

"This isn't something the likes of you can comment on carelessly."

The incinerator continued to burn red.

<>

After stopping by the bank to confirm that funds had arrived from my family home, I withdrew money to give to the kids tomorrow.

Normally I would transfer it to their accounts, but this time I planned to deliver it in cash.

I needed to solve Lee Hui-hyeon's living expenses problem right away.

After writing each person's name on envelopes, I put extra money in Lee Hui-hyeon's envelope as a deputy leader allowance, part of my "legal item delivery project."

My plan was to gradually instill the idea that it's natural for the deputy leader to receive a larger allowance.
Of course, I intended to make him work more for it too.

And incidentally, help with his livelihood.

With a bag containing a substantial amount of money slung naturally over my shoulder, I stopped by the weapons shop and picked up the Ayong Sword again. When I slightly unsheathed it, I noticed the engraving of a soaring hawk with the character for "first" (伯) at the bottom of the blade.

To think this is much harder and sharper than modern steel blades from the real world.

Strangely, I appreciated this aspect more than its effect of reducing the burden on meridians.

After paying for the new scabbard and hilt, I returned home with the cloth-wrapped Ayong Sword. The first thing I did after changing into comfortable clothes was to create Alarm Talismans to attach to the windows.

The effect of an Alarm Talisman is to make a loud noise when torn, making it suitable for guarding against monsters or when an alarm is needed.

Though I'd have to be careful using it outdoors.

After infusing it with spiritual energy and checking its effectiveness by tearing one of the talismans, a sound so loud it made my ears ring echoed through the room.

"Ahhh. The performance is definitely reliable."

After making sounds with my mouth to clear the ringing in my ears, I muttered "I really am the all-capable Ye-a" and went around the house attaching talismans to the windows, then went out and attached one to the front door as well.

I'll get by like this today and install physical security devices tomorrow.

After finishing the day's training, removing my makeup, and showering, I tried to sleep but couldn't.

I had been tired all day due to the side effects of the stat-boosting potion, but maybe it was uncomfortable trying to sleep while hugging the Ayong Sword.

I put the Ayong Sword at my bedside and lay down in a comfortable position, but then I remembered a story from real-world history about a tyrant who always kept a sword by his bedside out of fear of assassins. A close aide who knew this habit snuck in while the tyrant was sleeping and slit his throat with his own bedside sword.

"Damn it."

I got up, turned on the light, and sat in a chair.

Afterward, I spent time reading novels from this world that had been on my bookshelf but I hadn't read yet, until my headache flared up again and I went back to bed.

This headache is really annoying—isn't there a way to treat it?

As I lay with my eyes closed, enduring the headache for a while, I eventually fell asleep without realizing it.

The next morning, still looking unwell from the side effects of the stat-boosting potion, I hesitated while holding my makeup, thinking of Jeong Yu-na, but applied it anyway. After all, even Lee Hui-hyeon hadn't noticed my makeup yesterday, so what could be the problem?

Then, as I opened the door without thinking, a loud noise struck my ears.

Ah, right. I put one on the front door too.


"Ye-a, are you okay?" Yu-na asked with a worried expression when I arrived at the academy.

"What do you mean?"

"You just look like you're in a really bad mood."

Was I so out of it that I forgot to manage my expression?
Besides, this is rich coming from someone who called me "Ye-a-ga" yesterday.

"It's nothing like that. I'm just tired."

"Tired? Did you pull all-nighters for a week straight?"

"I just feel particularly tired today."

After brushing it off, I said to Yu-na:

"Oh, Yu-na. Later at lunch, I'm going to call the team to the cafeteria like before to give out the support funds. The initial payment will be in cash, and after distribution, I want us all to coordinate together, so everyone needs to be there."

"Okay, but why cash? Don't you usually do bank transfers to keep proof of support?"

"We can just have them stamp a certificate to prove they received it. I brought certificates for that."

"Is there a reason to rush the support like this? Unless you're trying to get them to prepare something in advance, I don't see why it needs to be given so quickly."

Hearing Jeong Yu-na's words, I gave an explanation that wasn't far from my original reason for wanting to distribute the funds quickly.

"It's because of our team's characteristics."

"Our team's characteristics?"

"Well, as a successor candidate of the Baek Clan, I don't lack support from my family. You too, even though you're from a non-mainstream branch, still receive some support as part of the Cheonghwa Clan. But the three unaffiliated members of our team are attending the academy without any special support. I'm sure some of them are experiencing financial difficulties even if they don't say it. So I didn't feel comfortable delaying the support any longer by taking time to collect account numbers. That's why."

It's actually because of Lee Hui-hyeon, but...

After hearing my explanation, Jeong Yu-na spoke in a slightly moved tone:

"I see. That's just like you, Ye-a. I follow the Doseon Cult, yet I didn't think of this—I feel pathetic. You really are such a considerate person."

If Jeong Yu-na had believed in the Won-gak Cult, she would have surely shown religious respect, making her reaction somewhat disconcerting. Still, no one dislikes being praised, so I felt good.

"Ye-a, you really are the perfect bride material."

If only she hadn't said that last part.


After the first period, I went to the faculty office to submit the team formation documents.

I approached Ji Seon-hwa, who was working at her desk with an unwell complexion.

"Excuse me, Teacher Ji Seon-hwa."

"Ah, Baek Ye-a, the student who said Gasaengi are cute. You're here to submit the team formation documents, right?"

This person...

"Yes, here they are."

Ji Seon-hwa took the documents and said:

"Good, I've received them properly, so you can go now. Thanks for your hard work with the team formation."

As I was about to leave after submitting the documents, I suddenly felt dizzy.

"Baek Ye-a, are you alright?"

Ji Seon-hwa seemed to notice my condition and asked with concern.

"What? I'm fine..."

And then I collapsed to the floor.

Ch.27 - 1. Ominous Premonition (5)
"Is student Baek Ye-a's body alright?"

After Baek Ye-a initially collapsed and was brought to the infirmary, Ji Seon-hwa, who had returned to the faculty office for other urgent matters, asked Si Eun-mi, the school nurse who had been checking on Baek Ye-a's condition.

"Yes, she's fine. There's nothing unusual with her energy meridians, and no signs of any invasion. It's rare for an Exorcist, but I think it's probably just overexertion."

"Overexertion? That is rare indeed. An Exorcist suffering from overexertion."

Ji Seon-hwa looked with concerned eyes at Baek Ye-a, who was sleeping deeply on the bed.

A student who had ranked first in the skills assessment test with an ingenious approach and whose classroom attitude wasn't particularly bad.

Ji Seon-hwa had previously evaluated Baek Ye-a as a talented student who worked hard with flexible thinking.

Perhaps that flexible thinking didn't apply when it came to certain efforts.

"I should have noticed earlier. I wonder if I've been neglecting the students too much, using my busy schedule as an excuse."

Seeing Ji Seon-hwa's self-reproach, Si Eun-mi said:

"The students in the Exorcist Department are Exorcists before they are students. Baek Ye-a collapsed simply because she lacked self-discipline and proper body management. In a way, she failed at the basics of being an Exorcist. If anyone should be blamed, it's her, not you."

Ji Seon-hwa slightly frowned at her friend's characteristically Exorcist-like remarks.

"Eun-mi, you're always so merciless, even as a school nurse?"

"I'm an Exorcist first and foremost. I may be kind to students from the Liberal Arts Department, but I simply cannot look favorably upon Exorcist Department students who can't even manage their own bodies properly. Especially if that student is a member of a great Exorcist clan."

Ji Seon-hwa saw the overlap between her friend's behavior and someone she knew.

"You're exactly like Uncle Jeong-hyeok. Blood really doesn't lie."

"During work hours, you should call him Academy Director."

Ji Seon-hwa gave a bitter smile. Even in this aspect, she resembled her father.

"Right, we should separate public and private matters. Still, as a friend, I have one personal request. Since she's a student in my class, please take good care of Baek Ye-a."

"You don't need to ask that personally. As the school nurse, I always take good care of everyone, regardless of who they are. Now go and attend to your work. You must be busy."

"Alright, I'll be going then."

"Wait a moment."

Ji Seon-hwa turned around at Si Eun-mi's call.

"What is it?"

"How is that going these days?"

At her friend's question, Ji Seon-hwa nodded darkly.

"Thanks to Uncle Jeong-hyeok's help, I'm fine. I can manage. Thank you."

"During work hours, he's the Academy Director, I said. Honestly."

After smiling and saying goodbye to her friend, Ji Seon-hwa was about to return to the faculty office when she saw Lee Hui-hyeon.

The smile in her eyes cooled.

"Student Lee Hui-hyeon. You're here to see student Baek Ye-a, right?"

Lee Hui-hyeon replied to Ji Seon-hwa's question:

"Hello, Teacher. Yes, that's right."

As she watched Lee Hui-hyeon bow politely, Ji Seon-hwa still couldn't shake the vague, unsettling feeling she had about him.

It wasn't because of his overwhelming talent or any extraordinary qualities.

Whenever Ji Seon-hwa stood before Lee Hui-hyeon, she felt the same strange sensation she experienced when looking at ancient, forgotten relics from archaeological sites.

His absence the previous day was also somewhat suspicious, but as Si Eun-mi had said, the Exorcist Department students were Exorcists before they were students.

Unlike with Liberal Arts students, she couldn't interrogate an Exorcist Department student like Lee Hui-hyeon about the reason for a mere one-day absence.

After carefully choosing her words, Ji Seon-hwa said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"Student Lee Hui-hyeon, if you ever have any concerns, please feel free to come to me. I'll keep everything confidential, even if it's sensitive."

"Yes, thank you, Teacher."

After their brief conversation, the two walked past each other in opposite directions.

<>

"Where am I...?"

When I opened my eyes, I found myself lying on a bed in the infirmary.

"You're awake?"

As I turned my head while lying down, I saw Lee Hui-hyeon sitting beside me, looking at me.

Lee Hui-hyeon is the first thing I see when I wake up.

I smiled weakly and said:

"Thanks..."

"What are you thanking me for?"

"Just... thanks. Did you bring me here?"

As I was lying there without strength, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"No, Teacher Ji Seon-hwa carried you on her back and ran to the infirmary after you suddenly collapsed in the faculty office."

I see. I felt really sorry for her—she must have been busy with her own work.

It must have been the first time she'd seen a student collapse right in front of her since becoming an Exorcist Department teacher.

And a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan, no less.

As I was thinking I should thank her properly later, Lee Hui-hyeon asked:

"So that's why you were wearing makeup?"

I looked at Lee Hui-hyeon, surprised by the sudden mention of makeup.

"Huh? What do you mean?"

Lee Hui-hyeon tilted his head slightly to look at my face and said:

"You wore makeup yesterday and today too. I was wondering about it since it didn't seem like you were trying to look pretty, but if it was to hide that you were sick, that would explain it."

I felt embarrassed by Lee Hui-hyeon's words.

So he knew after all. And quite accurately too.

I really wondered how a male like Lee Hui-hyeon could notice when a female like Jeong Yu-na couldn't.

"Is my makeup that obvious?"

"People who don't know wouldn't notice."

People who don't know wouldn't notice.

At this somewhat ambiguous answer, I silently raised my upper body.

"Are you getting up?"

"Yeah, now that I'm awake, I should go back to the classroom and call everyone when it's time to..."

As I sat halfway on the bed looking for my shoes on the floor, I couldn't see them.

"Huh? Do you know where my shoes are?"

As I got down barefoot to check under the bed, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"Ye-a, do you know what people did first when they captured enemies as prisoners in the old days?"

Puzzled by Lee Hui-hyeon's sudden question, I asked:

"What?"

"They took away their shoes. A soldier without shoes can't go anywhere."

Seeing Lee Hui-hyeon's playful smile, I realized what he was getting at.

"...So where are my shoes?"

"Yu-na took them, saying 'Ye-a is now a prisoner of overexertion, so we must confiscate her shoes.' She said you'd try to get back to work as soon as you woke up, since you pushed yourself to this state without taking care of your body."

"Yu-na did? And you just watched? You should have stopped her!"

The moment I shouted at Lee Hui-hyeon, I felt my head throb and lay back down on the bed, holding my head.

Now that I noticed, there were healing talismans plastered all over my arms. These were things that wouldn't normally be used except by Liberal Arts students.

My condition must have been pretty bad.

"See? You're still pushing yourself when you can barely move. The school nurse said you're suffering from overexertion. She said this is the kind of case you'd only see in Exorcists who missed their shift changes at the frontier and overworked themselves. How much did you push yourself?"

So it was that serious.

If I were to defend my weakness, I'd say I never collapsed like this in previous cycles.

An Exorcist's body is strong, so I never felt particularly strained even when pulling all-nighters, eating poorly, or being swamped with work.

It must be the side effects of the stat-boosting potion.

Anyway, the fact was that I had collapsed from "overexertion" and caused trouble for everyone, so I felt sorry.

That doesn't mean I forgive Jeong Yu-na for taking my shoes or Lee Hui-hyeon for just watching, though.

"It's not that I pushed myself too hard. I think I just got too excited about being a Team Leader for the first time. So I didn't manage my body well."

"You looked pretty experienced to me."

I smiled lightly and said:

"Well, I've heard about and learned these duties since I was young. I am a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan, after all."

"Is that so? I guess that makes sense for a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan."

Pulling out the clan shield that always works well, Lee Hui-hyeon accepted it without further comment.

"But why are you here? Aren't you going to class?"

"It's not morning anymore, so it doesn't matter."

"What? What time is it now?"

"It's 2 PM."

I slept that long? I had expected to sleep for only an hour or two at most.

"Thanks..."

"Just for telling you the time? Come on."

I glanced at Lee Hui-hyeon and then silently looked away.

"Now that you're awake, I should go back to the classroom. Is there anything I can help you with?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, I recalled what I had been planning to ask him.

"Yes, please distribute the support funds to the others on my behalf as Deputy Team Leader. I withdrew it in cash, and it's in my bag with names written down, so you just need to distribute it accordingly. Also, have everyone write down their account numbers and put them in my bag."

Lee Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"Got it. Is that all?"

"And tell Jeong Yu-na to bring my shoes back right now if she doesn't want to die."

Lee Hui-hyeon burst into laughter at my last words.

I didn't mean it as a joke, but I thought that if I were in his position, I would have laughed too.

A Team Leader who collapsed from overexertion and had her shoes confiscated by a Squad Member.

It's the joke of all jokes. I hope they won't start teasing me as "Ye-a-ga" again.

"Alright, I'll do that. Oh, and take this."

Lee Hui-hyeon handed me a paper bag.

"What's this?"

"Porridge."

"Porridge?"

When I opened the paper bag, I saw instant chicken porridge. And candy too.

It was porridge sold at the academy cafeteria store.

"Yu-na put the candy in. She said nothing's better than sugar for regaining strength."

"Really? Then maybe I'll go easy on punishing her for taking my shoes."

Lee Hui-hyeon burst into laughter again. I wasn't joking.

"Eat it later then. I'm really going now."

"Hey, Hui-hyeon."

As he was about to leave, I called out to him, and he turned around.

"Yes?"

"Thank you, really. I'll eat it well."

As I lifted the paper bag to express my gratitude, Lee Hui-hyeon smiled slightly and said:

"Sure. See you later."

After Lee Hui-hyeon left, I lay back down on the bed.

Thinking that despite some annoying aspects, both of them had really kind hearts.

"When I recover this time, I really need to take better care of my body."

Because if not me, there's no one else who can save this world.

Ch.28 - 1. Ominous Premonition (6)
"Jin, were you here?"

The one who called the young Huye Jin was her great-grandfather Huye Han, who had stepped down from his position as the head of the Huye Clan a few years ago due to his age and now served as an advisor to the family.

Despite his white hair and advanced age, he still had eyes like those of a young boy.

That was something other Exorcists never failed to mention when speaking of Huye Han.

"Former Clan Head."

Huye Jin was in a corner of the garden near the Huye Clan's main house.

Whenever Huye Jin felt mentally drained or remembered her kind uncles and cousins who had died fighting monsters, she would come to this garden where she had good memories with them and crouch down.

*Poor child.* Huye Han smiled gently at Huye Jin and extended his hand.

"Everyone is looking for you. Shouldn't you return home now?"

Ignoring Huye Han's outstretched hand, Huye Jin remained crouched and shook her head.

"Former Clan Head, I think I have no talent."

Any other Exorcist would laugh at such a statement. Despite her young age, there were occasional whispers within the Huye Clan that when Huye Jin turned 17—the age when an Exorcist's talents truly bloom—she might rival even the founding ancestor of the Huye Clan.

But Huye Han, who knew Huye Jin's mental fragility, smiled gently and asked, "Why do you think that?"

"No matter what I learn, I make a mess of it rather than doing it properly, and I struggle to achieve anything. The path ahead feels impossibly long. If this isn't a lack of talent, then what is it?"

Huye Han silently sat down beside the crouching Huye Jin.

Everyone in the Huye Clan knew that Huye Jin possessed exceptional talent for her age and was working diligently. She was receiving high expectations as the next successor candidate within the Huye Clan, where standards for judging talent were extremely strict.

Perhaps it was the Huye Clan's characteristic discerning eye and judgment, now turned inward, making her feel discouraged despite achieving remarkable things for her age.

The ability to coldly evaluate oneself and recognize how far and long the path ahead would be—this too was an admirable quality. Thinking this, Huye Han spoke to his beloved great-granddaughter.

"Jin, that's not true. When I was your age, I couldn't do what you're doing now."

Huye Jin, who had been looking down, looked up at Huye Han and said, "Former Clan Head, you're lying to me. If you're saying this just to comfort your granddaughter, please stop."

Despite being accused of lying by his great-granddaughter—harsh words indeed—Huye Han's benevolent smile never left his face.

After all, the fact that this child, who always tried to appear mature in front of others, acted like a child only in front of him meant that she had opened her heart to him.

*That's right,* Huye Han had a good idea to comfort his great-granddaughter.

"Jin, if you do well with your education this time, this old man will take you to a nice place."

"A nice place?"

Slightly, Huye Jin's gaze turned toward Huye Han.

*Almost there.* Huye Han smiled inwardly.

"Yes, a very nice place. The wind is cool, the water is good—it's a place where even this old man goes occasionally to rest."

"Can I bring my siblings too?"

When Huye Jin finally smiled like the child she was, Huye Han smiled back and said, "How thoughtful of you to think of your siblings. Of course. If that's what Jin wants."

<>

"Hui-hyeon, is Ye-a alright?"

Huye Jin asked Lee Hui-hyeon as he returned to the classroom.

"Yeah, it's just overwork. She's resting well now, so she'll be fine."

Huye Jin's eyes widened at the mention of overwork.

Overwork? An Exorcist? And not even in the borderlands, but here?

"That's really unusual. There were even rumors about the Black Death going around the class, so many were worried."

In truth, Huye Jin hadn't been particularly concerned. Apart from both being from great Exorcist families, the Huye Clan and the Baek Clan had few personal connections, and Huye Jin and Baek Ye-a weren't particularly close friends, except for the guidance Huye Jin had received during their previous conversation.

Moreover, Huye Jin was well aware of the occasional unfriendly glances Baek Ye-a had been sending her way since then.

But a certain amount of hypocrisy is always necessary for smooth human relationships.

Especially if the other person was in Baek Ye-a's team and someone Huye Jin wanted to maintain good relations with.

"Such rumors were going around? Well, I suppose that makes sense since she collapsed suddenly. But it's not true. She got too excited about becoming a Team Leader for the first time and forgot to take care of herself."

In other words, she had failed at a basic requirement for an Exorcist, but rather than feeling disappointed, Huye Jin found it refreshingly unexpected that the ambitious successor candidate of the Baek Clan had such a side to her.

A successor candidate getting excited about becoming a Team Leader?

"I see. I'm glad she's recovered safely."

"Yes, it's a relief. Well, I have some tasks that Ye-a assigned me, so..."

As Lee Hui-hyeon was about to pass by, Huye Jin spoke up.

"Hui-hyeon, do you have a moment?"

Lee Hui-hyeon, who was about to go upstairs, turned around.

"Sure, what is it?"

"If it's not too intrusive, may I ask why you were absent the other day?"

Hearing Huye Jin's question, Lee Hui-hyeon shrugged and said, "I had to exorcise an evil spirit, and that day was the only suitable time."

"An evil spirit, you say?"

"Hui-hyeon!"

Before Huye Jin could ask more, Jeong Yu-na approached Lee Hui-hyeon and greeted Huye Jin when she noticed her.

"Oh, hello. Were you talking with Hui-hyeon?"

"No, we were just finishing up."

Realizing it was time to wrap up the conversation, Huye Jin asked Lee Hui-hyeon the question she should have asked yesterday.

"By the way, Hui-hyeon, since the team assignments are done and things should be less busy for a while... are you free this weekend?"

"No, I'm not available this weekend. Sorry."

Receiving the rejection, Huye Jin smiled bitterly and said, "I see. Thank you for answering."

As Huye Jin turned away with a smile, Jeong Yu-na asked Lee Hui-hyeon, "How's Ye-a? Is she up?"

"Yeah, she's up, but she's pretty angry about you taking her shoes."

"Really? Well, it couldn't be helped. Ye-a is like a baby who needs someone to look after her."

"A baby?"

As Huye Jin looked back at Lee Hui-hyeon chatting with Jeong Yu-na, she felt an indescribable emotion.

<>

When I opened my eyes again, it was 4 PM.

Feeling much lighter, I got up and looked under the bed to find my shoes there, though I had no idea when they'd been brought back.

"When did they bring these back?"

I muttered vaguely, planning to give someone a kick tomorrow as I put on my shoes and strapped on my Ayong Sword. After placing the paper bag Lee Hui-hyeon had brought on the adjacent bed, I made the bed I'd been lying on and removed the depleted healing talisman from my arm, placing it on top of the cabinet beside the bed.

Looking at the mirror on top of the cabinet, I thought that collapsing and losing time like this wasn't entirely a bad thing.

After receiving the unexpected diagnosis of overwork from the infirmary, I no longer needed to hide my pained expression or make difficult excuses.

It was truly a case of misfortune turning into blessing.

After picking up the paper bag again, I pulled back the curtain to find the school nurse, Si Eun-mi, sitting there and turning to look at me.

Since I had never visited the infirmary in my previous life, meeting her like this felt somewhat novel, but I was also afraid of what scolding I might receive for failing at basic body management, a fundamental requirement for an Exorcist.

That woman had been really strict in my previous life.

"Student Baek Ye-a, are you feeling better now?"

"Yes. Thank you, Teacher."

Come to think of it, Si Eun-mi was the daughter of Academy Director Si Jeong-hyeok.

The dormitory incident had avoided the worst outcome largely because Si Jeong-hyeok, who had known nothing about the dormitory situation, had actively intervened after the incident broke out, hadn't he?

While I was briefly recalling past memories, Si Eun-mi spoke.

"Good. You may go now, but make sure you don't neglect taking care of your body as an Exorcist from now on. As a member of the Baek Clan, you should set an example for others. Understand?"

Fortunately, this time Si Eun-mi only gave me a moderate scolding before letting me go.

I bowed my head to Si Eun-mi and said, "Yes, thank you for reminding me of the basics once again, Teacher."

After greeting her, I left the infirmary and headed back to the classroom to go home, where I saw Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a talking.

"Ah, Baek Ye-a!"

Han Su-a saw me and rushed over.

"Baek Ye-a, I'm so glad you're up. I visited you at the infirmary, but you were still sleeping, so I didn't want to wake you and just quietly looked at your face before leaving. Then I went back again..."

As Han Su-a started speaking rapidly in her characteristic way of talking too much, Yeon Ho-jin interrupted as if to stop her.

"That's enough, Su-a. You're making Ye-a uncomfortable."

After calming down the somewhat excited Han Su-a, Yeon Ho-jin said, "Are you feeling better now? We were shocked when we heard you collapsed suddenly."

"Yeah, I'm fine now. Thanks for worrying."

"I heard it was overwork. What exactly were you doing to get overworked?"

"I guess I just got too excited about being in a position of responsibility for the first time. I should have taken better care of myself. I'm very embarrassed that I couldn't manage the basics of body care as an Exorcist. Sorry for causing trouble."

"No, it's okay. These things happen."

"That's right, it can happen once. Now that you know your limits, you won't make the same mistake again, right?"

Han Su-a dismissed it as no big deal, while Yeon Ho-jin said I wouldn't make the same mistake again.

Though their conclusions were similar, their words revealed their different personalities.

"By the way, I asked Hui-hyeon to handle it, but did you receive the funds properly?"

"Yes, I received them securely."

Han Su-a pointed to her desk. She probably meant the money was left there.

"I got mine too, and Yuna told me why you gave it out quickly in cash rather than by bank transfer. Thanks."

Having heard the reason for giving cash quickly, I recalled what I had told Yuna.

Did she tell everyone what I had said because I was reluctant to mention that it was for Lee Hui-hyeon's livelihood?

"It's nothing. It's natural for a Team Leader to take care of team members. By the way, what were you two talking about?"

"Us? We were just having a discussion."

"A discussion? About what?"

"Ho-jin and I both use the Soft Sword Technique. Like any skill, enlightenment is most important for an Exorcist, but the training that supports it is also crucial. So I was comparing the training methods from my martial class with those from Ho-jin's, and also referencing methods from other martial classes to find more efficient ways..."

"In short, we're discussing how to improve the sword technique we use."

I felt grateful to Yeon Ho-jin for jumping in at the right moment to summarize the conversation, and said, "Is that so? I can help with that."

"You? How?"

Looking at Han Su-a and Yeon Ho-jin, who seemed genuinely curious, I recalled memories from my previous life and said, "I know a lot of theory. I'll show you tomorrow when we practice together."

This was actually part of my plan to get Lee Hui-hyeon on board, but there was no harm in advising the other kids as well. Team activities were important too.

"Is it okay to share that kind of information?"

As Yeon Ho-jin was about to say something based on the "common sense" typical of clan Exorcists, Han Su-a stepped in to stop him.

"The more the merrier. Besides, there's no reason to decline when our Team Leader offers to teach us something."

"Su-a is right. The more the merrier, don't you think?"

Yeon Ho-jin's expression became strange, as if he had heard something unexpected.

As I mentioned before, anyone talented enough to enter Yegak Academy would eventually figure these things out through enlightenment.

I'm just speeding up the process by teaching the theory earlier.

"Well, I'm heading out now. What about you two?"

"We're going to continue our discussion before leaving."

"Yes, we just found a promising lead in our conversation."

Come to think of it, hadn't Han Su-a said she was going to quit being an Exorcist?

I felt puzzled seeing Han Su-a, who had said she would quit being an Exorcist, discussing so enthusiastically, but perhaps she wanted to work hard until graduation since there would still be practical training and she was still an Exorcist until then.

It wasn't bad for me. Her working hard would help me.

Not wanting to disturb the two who had resumed their conversation, I quietly went to my seat, packed my bag, and left the classroom.

"It's certainly not easy."

I need to work harder too.

Ch.29 - 1. Ominous Premonition (7)
Even though I had collapsed due to the side effects of the stat-boosting potion, I still had things to do, so I called a security technician. That day, I realized there was still much I didn't know about the practical technologies of this world.

"There's really nothing more that needs to be fixed?"

That was the conclusion of the security technician who had meticulously inspected my house, even past his quitting time.

Hearing the technician's words, I responded in confusion.

"What? No, there must be something. It looks obviously vulnerable except for the barrier..."

"No, this current state is optimal. If we carelessly add anything more, it could disrupt the barrier's balance and create vulnerabilities for intrusion."

Then came a parade of difficult terminology.

I understood the explanations about magic, but the rest was filled with jargon that only liberal arts students might comprehend.

Should I just understand it as "interfering carelessly could break things"?

"Since the best security technology is already applied, trying to modify it would be unreasonable."

The technician's definitive statement.

Hearing this, I remembered how yesterday I had painstakingly written Alarm Talismans and stuck them all over the place.

I guess putting up those talismans contributed to my "overwork."

So does that mean all my effort yesterday writing Alarm Talismans and placing them everywhere was for nothing?

The security technician continued his kind explanation.

"Contrary to common misconceptions, barriers are extremely sturdy, better than most locks or physical security devices. I understand your concern about being alone in such a large house."

Suddenly transformed into the young lady of the Baek Clan who's anxious about her large house, I smiled and said:

"I see. Thank you for the helpful explanation. I've learned something valuable."

It really was valuable knowledge. It had eased my anxiety somewhat.

Even though yesterday's efforts were apparently pointless, I thanked the security technician for his kind explanation, paid the consultation fee, and politely escorted him to the front of the house.

I appreciated that he came from a reputable place, didn't try to scam me by suggesting unnecessary services for extra charges, and just provided consultation before leaving.

In a world where concepts are valued, even bookstore owners sell things conscientiously, but there are bad apples everywhere.

If I had brought in just anyone, they might have tried to swindle a naive young lady, installing useless things that would damage the barrier while taking my money.

"This is why money is good."

I should get as much as I can from the main house while I can.


After returning home, I heated up the instant chicken porridge that Lee Hui-hyeon had bought me, sat at the table, opened the lid, and took a bite.

"Hmm."

As expected, all the food in the Killing the Unkillable world is somehow salty.

I don't mean that instant food here lacks substance like it might in reality, making you wonder about the well-being of the product developer's mother. There was plenty of chicken and other ingredients to make the eater feel satisfied.

It's just that even though I don't dislike salty food and actually prefer it, I still find the seasoning here too strong.

Whether it's soy sauce noodles or this store-bought porridge, I'm not sure if it's because there's no awareness that salty food is bad for health or if people's palates here are just accustomed to saltiness.

Even when eating bone broth soup, the basic flavor is as if three spoonfuls of salt were already added.

I once thought that perhaps they deliberately make food salty because exorcists exercise a lot, but I've seen ordinary people adding more salt to their bone broth soup because it was "bland," so that's probably not it.

After finishing the instant chicken porridge and throwing the container in the trash, I took out a candy to suck on. Then I opened my bag to check the children's account numbers, unfolding a paper with handwriting so clean and neat it looked like it had been typed and printed.

It was hard to believe someone could write like this with a pencil.

"First during our meal together, and now this—what kind of background does this kid have?"

I copied the information onto another paper so I wouldn't lose it, wondering about this mystery.


Getting up from bed and looking in the mirror, I noticed my hair had grown noticeably again since I hadn't had time to maintain it lately.

Some might consider this a blessing, but not me. I need to trim it not just occasionally but daily.

Yet I can't just shave it all off either.

"What a hassle, such a hassle."

After trimming my hair and taking a shower, I headed to the academy.


When I arrived at the academy, the first person to greet me was Jeong Yu-na, the Blue Blossom Clan shoe pilferer.

Let's call it "pilfering" since "thief" sounds too harsh.

"Ye-a, are you feeling better now? You still don't look well."

Since I hadn't worn makeup today, I looked better than before, but Yu-na commented on my still-tired appearance.

But doesn't she have more important things to worry about right now?

"Yu-na, don't you have something more important to worry about than my complexion?"

When I pointed at her shoes, Yu-na responded in a stern tone:

"Ye-a, it was all for youuuu!"

As she raised one finger in the air about to say something, I grabbed her hand like last time and squeezed it, resulting in cracking sounds and Yu-na's sincere cry of repentance.

"Ye-a! I'm sorry! I was wrong!"

As she flapped her free hand, I spoke to her in a stern voice:

"I'll let it go this time since you gave me candy when I was sick and didn't have bad intentions, but know that if you do this again, there will be serious consequences."

After releasing her hand, Yu-na blew on it and said:

"You really have a strong grip. That's not very ladylike..."

She mumbled the last part.

"What did you say?"

"Nothing, nothing at all!"

Since her earlier reaction had somewhat improved my mood, I decided to pretend I hadn't heard.

"So, are you feeling better now?"

"Yes, I'm fine now. The Healing Talisman worked really well."

"That's good. I was so worried when I heard you collapsed, but I'm glad you're okay now."

We had the conversation we would have had from the beginning if Yu-na hadn't taken my shoes, and I smiled.

"I didn't think becoming Team Leader would be such a big deal for you, weren't you already a Successor Candidate?"

Having heard my excuse about being too excited about the Team Leader position, Yu-na asked with a puzzled expression.

"Yu-na, what matters in any position is real power. Even if someone holds a high position, if their subordinates hold the actual power, that person is nothing. Even an ancient slave, if they held real power, was more than just a slave."

"So you're saying you were excited because this is your first position with real authority?"

Ah, I should have said it like that from the beginning. As expected of someone who qualified for Yegak Academy—she can summarize things quickly.

But I smiled as if Yu-na had understood perfectly and said:

"That's right."

"You're so smart, Ye-a!"

Seeing Yu-na's friendly smile, I felt a pang of guilt.

"And today I'm planning to try coordinating our techniques."

Hearing my plan to coordinate techniques, which I'd been thinking about for a while, Yu-na asked in a concerned tone:

"You want to coordinate techniques today? Are you sure you're ready to move around already?"

"It's just practice coordination, not a big deal. Unlike real combat, we can stop anytime if it gets difficult."

To my casual response, Yu-na spoke in a serious tone:

"Ye-a, can I talk to you seriously for a moment?"

"What is it?"

"It's okay that you didn't take care of yourself this one time. Everyone makes mistakes, and it's not a particularly critical period right now since we've just formed our team. But if you collapse again from overexertion, that's no longer a mistake. You'll become an Exorcist who can't even manage the basics of taking care of your own body. Do you know what happens then?"

"It would negatively affect all of you in my team. And my authority as Team Leader would be undermined."

Yu-na nodded and said:

"Exactly. Traditionally, in any group—even a pack of animals—if the leader can't stand firm like the roots of a tree, any organization will easily crumble. Ye-a, this is what being a Team Leader means. You're no longer just yourself. You need to understand the weight of responsibility on your shoulders."

I took Yu-na's serious demeanor to heart.

Being a Team Leader means bearing heavy responsibility. I certainly haven't forgotten that, and though my actions were necessary to prepare for the future, I can't let something like this happen again.

"I understand. I'm really sorry about this time."

"No, you're truly a kind and good Team Leader. You just made a mistake in taking care of yourself this time, but you didn't have bad intentions, right? So from now on, Hui-hyeon and I will take care of you."

"...Huh?"

How did the conclusion end up there?

Did twisting her hand earlier twist her brain too?

"Why is that the conclusion?"

"Well, since you collapsed from not taking care of yourself, it's just a temporary measure, right? Besides, if we're not careful, Huye Jin might..."

"Huye Jin might what?"

Yu-na, who was about to say something, quickly smiled awkwardly and said:

"Anyway, I'll tell Hui-hyeon too. And when we're coordinating techniques, if you look like you're struggling, we'll make you rest right away, understood?"

In response to Yu-na's motherly strict tone, I negotiated:

"Yu-na, couldn't we at least leave Hui-hyeon out of this?"

"No way. Hui-hyeon is the deputy leader, how would it look if I made such an important decision without him? Don't you agree?"

"What kind of forced logic is that..."

"Don't you agree?"

Yu-na spoke as if she had already made up her mind from the beginning.

I wanted to shout that this was all just an excuse and she was actually trying to set us up somehow, but since Yu-na was surprisingly conservative, there was a chance she was sincere, so I couldn't speak freely.

"Fine..."

Damn it.

Ch.30 - 1. Ominous Premonition (8)
"Enlightenment shall destroy the demons."

Under the blood-red sky, Lee Hui-hyeon muttered as he shook the blood off his blade, watching something ominous and massive undulating in the distance.

"O one who has achieved Original Enlightenment, grant us ignorant ones a clue to understanding."

Following his words was a silver-haired, golden-eyed woman, Baek Ye-a. Seeing her, Lee Hui-hyeon spoke expressionlessly before the countless corpses of monsters that were blooming and fading away.

"Your recovery is truly remarkable. When we first met, I never thought you'd be able to fight like this again."

"My body heals as quickly as my hair grows."

Baek Ye-a said, running her fingers through her waist-length silver hair.

Dressed in new exorcist robes that Lee Hui-hyeon had procured for her and holding a sword, Baek Ye-a looked like an Exorcist ready to fight again, unlike the miserable state she was in when Lee Hui-hyeon first found her.

The sword in Baek Ye-a's hand had belonged to some nameless fallen warrior.

Her previous Ayong Sword had broken during the battle with the Unkillable.

Getting a new spiritual weapon would be difficult, as the whole world was being consumed by apocalyptic destruction, leaving almost nowhere safe in this chaotic hellscape.

One wrong move could mean losing one's life meaninglessly.

"How are things with the kids these days? Still not getting along?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Baek Ye-a gave a bitter smile and said:

"Better than at first. If you hadn't intervened, I might have actually died."

"That's good."

Well, Lee Hui-hyeon didn't really think so, but he outwardly agreed.

"Do you still have nightmares?"

"They've gotten better lately. I still have them occasionally."

Baek Ye-a continued speaking impassively.

"I was truly a fool. I was so focused on finding quick solutions that I realize I did nothing for this world. Compared to you..."

"Stop. Don't imprison yourself in self-pity. You did well enough."

"I'm not wallowing in self-pity. I still have things to do."

In the unnatural silence, as if the entire Human World had fallen quiet, the sounds of battle carried on the wind from somewhere.

Fights to delay the apocalypse were still happening all across the Human World, but now Exorcists, despite their name, had become the hunted prey of demons.

Breaking the silence, Lee Hui-hyeon spoke.

"That's why you look so precarious."

Baek Ye-a furrowed her brow at his words.

"Precarious? Why do you think that?"

"Because you've been broken once. From my experience, people like you collapse faster than anyone when things go this way. You've been charging forward using any means necessary to achieve your goal, but now that goal has been frustrated right before your eyes."

Lee Hui-hyeon knew that Baek Ye-a was still plagued by guilt.

He had accidentally overheard her cursing herself during her occasional outbursts when alone, and afterward, she would try unnaturally hard to be nice to him.

The wound that appeared healed on the surface had widened since they first met.

"So I'm asking. Are you really okay?"

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Baek Ye-a smiled and said:

"Of course. As long as you don't leave me, I won't break."

Baek Ye-a's gaze turned toward Lee Hui-hyeon.

A resolute gaze that promised never to repeat the same mistakes.

Finally, Baek Ye-a opened her mouth and said:

"So let's destroy the Five Demons and do what we must."

<>

As lunchtime arrived, Jeong Yu-na approached me while I was organizing the theory I would teach the children.

"Ye-a, let's go eat lunch together."

Since Yu-na usually studied the content from class more before going to eat when there was nothing special happening, I asked her:

"You want to go eat now?"

"Yeah, I'm getting hungry early today. I probably didn't eat enough breakfast."

"Alright then, let's go together."

I closed my notebook, capped my fountain pen, and left the classroom with Yu-na.

As we walked down the hallway chatting, Yu-na said:

"By the way, Ye-a, we're practicing together this afternoon, right?"

"Yes, why?"

"Well, I heard from another friend that Jin Seo-yeon is also practicing at that time."

"Jin Seo-yeon?"

It was a name I had momentarily forgotten after failing to get her likability bonus stat at the beginning, then having to compete with Huye Jin for "talent" at an inopportune time, and eventually giving up on getting her bonus stat to eliminate variables.

The memories of getting beaten up, rolling on the ground, and being backstabbed in the previous cycle remained, so it wasn't a pleasant feeling.

Though I was the one who had requested the duel first.

"Are you worried because of the rumors about the Jin Clan?"

When I mentioned what was likely the source of her concern, Yu-na nodded and said:

"Yes, I'm a bit worried."

The Jin Clan uses a wolf emblem with dark gray hair, pink eyes, and a short spear in its mouth as their crest.

Among the great exorcist clans, the Jin Clan had a uniquely strong personality, different from the Jeon Clan with its distinctly religious character. In Easy, Normal, and Hard modes, this personality was toned down, but in the current Hardcore difficulty world, the Jin Clan was both respected as a great exorcist clan and avoided, with almost no outside recruitment.

They were exceptionally aggressive and cruel, and unlike other clans or families that traditionally encouraged active discussion and debate among members, the Jin Clan's unique culture emphasized hierarchy and obedience, enforcing absolute top-down command.

With proper care, Jin Seo-yeon would eventually break away from these negative aspects in her generation, but since I wasn't Lee Hui-hyeon, complete transformation was impossible.

The last time ended with betrayal.

It still pisses me off thinking about it.

Recalling Jin Seo-yeon, who was still relatively moderate in the early stages, I said to Yu-na:

"The Jin Clan aren't thugs like the Path Guide faction or the Sword faction, and rumors are just rumors. If the Jin Clan went around doing such petty things, would they be called a great exorcist clan?"

"You're right. I'm embarrassed for being swayed by rumors."

In truth, some of the more serious rumors were actually true, but there was no need to mention that.

By the time we finished our conversation, we had arrived at the cafeteria. We ordered the day's special, wild vegetable bibimbap, and once it arrived, we carried our trays to an empty table and sat down.

Normally I would have just grabbed a rice ball for a quick meal, but now I was eating with Jeong Yu-na.

The bibimbap in this world was good except that it used soy sauce instead of gochujang and had no kimchi, which was somewhat disappointing.

I didn't eat it much in the real world, but now that it wasn't available, I missed it.

"By the way, Ye-a, did you know?"

Yu-na spoke to me as I was mixing my rice.

"Know what?"

"That bibimbap was originally a very political dish."

I already knew that bibimbap in this world was created similarly to tangpyeongchae in the real world, since I was familiar with the lore of Killing the Unkillable, but I pretended not to know.

"Really? How so?"

"Long ago, before monsters began invading in earnest, there was this strange system called 'nations,' and the leaders of these nations had to meet. The leader ordered a chef to develop a new dish for these gatherings that would satisfy everyone, maintain the leader's dignity, and symbolize peace. The leader threatened to kill the chef if he failed to create a proper dish! Isn't that terrible?"

After swallowing my rice, I said:

"That's really awful. What happened next?"

"So the chef went home and thought: 'How can I create a new dish that satisfies everyone, maintains the leader's dignity, and symbolizes peace?' The chef tried various approaches—fried rice, seasoned vegetables, and all kinds of meat dishes. Despite all these attempts, the dish wasn't coming together, and thinking he had failed, he threw all the ingredients together. Normally, treating food carelessly would bring punishment, but perhaps the chef's sincerity moved heaven, because that's where he found inspiration."

Since these details weren't in the setting I knew, I found myself genuinely listening to Yu-na's story.

"So that's how bibimbap was created?"

"Exactly! It included ingredients from all nations so everyone would be satisfied, used expensive ingredients to maintain the leader's dignity, and all the nations' ingredients harmoniously mixed in one bowl symbolized peace."

Finding the story plausible, I took another spoonful of bibimbap and asked:

"Then the chef must have been rewarded?"

"No, the chef harbored resentment toward the leader. So at the banquet for all the national leaders, he put poison in everyone's bibimbap except the one for his own leader, killing them all."

"Huh?"

The sudden mass murder twist made me pause with my spoon midair.

"Not the leader who earned his resentment, but the other nations' leaders? Why?"

"He knew that was the ultimate revenge. Death ends suffering, but the living continue to suffer. The chef was executed by the ancient punishment of dismemberment, but regardless, the leader earned the hatred of all other nations, and his nation was destroyed overnight. The leader failed to understand that threatening others' lives meant his own life could be in danger too. Still, bibimbap survived and was passed down."

Since I didn't know this part of the story, I couldn't tell if it was made up or not.

Feeling uneasy, I kept my spoon in the bibimbap and asked:

"So what's the moral of this story?"

"True peace begins not with formalities or saving face, but with caring for those around you. That's the moral of this story. My teacher told me this when I was young. Isn't it a bit scary?"

Yu-na said with a smile.

Ch.31 - 1. Ominous Premonition (9)
While Baek Ye-a and Jeong Yu-na were having lunch, Lee Hui-hyeon went to find Jeon In-hwa, who was sitting alone outside watching the students.

Small in stature with a well-developed physique, black long hair, and purple eyes.

Lee Hui-hyeon approached Jeon In-hwa, who was gazing at the students as if lost in thought, and spoke to her.

"Can I talk to you for a moment?"

Jeon In-hwa's purple eyes turned from the students toward Lee Hui-hyeon.

"I was wondering who it might be, and it's Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon with the unusual eyes."

"You know me?"

To Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Jeon In-hwa answered with a small smile.

"Of course. Memorizing the names of fellow students in class is a basic quality of a Successor. Especially since you're a Squad Member of Baek Ye-a, I couldn't possibly not know you. You said you wanted to talk? Come sit here, Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon."

Jeon In-hwa moved slightly to the side, offering Lee Hui-hyeon a seat.

"So what did you want to talk about?"

"Actually, I was reading this and something confused me."

Lee Hui-hyeon sat down and showed Jeon In-hwa the Won-gak Cult scripture.

The first edition scripture from before the doctrinal corruption.

"The scripture...? Did you not return it when they collected all copies?"

To Jeon In-hwa's question, Lee Hui-hyeon answered casually.

"I bought one that happened to be left at a bookstore. If I'd been a little later, I might not have been able to get it."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Jeon In-hwa nodded and said.

"Indeed, there must have been an oversight during the collection process. Still, I never thought an actual copy would be circulating among civilians, and of all people, you have it. How unexpected."

To Jeon In-hwa, who was looking at him with surprise, Lee Hui-hyeon said.

"Actually, I've been studying the Won-gak Cult doctrine lately to find clues to enlightenment, but there are parts I don't understand. I wanted to ask you about them."

To Lee Hui-hyeon asking about the Won-gak Cult doctrine, Jeon In-hwa smiled and said.

"Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon, wouldn't it be more accurate to ask the Vernerable ones? They would know such matters more precisely, wouldn't they?"

"If I'm going to ask someone, I should ask the best."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's answer, Jeon In-hwa narrowed her eyes.

"The best? Why do you think that?"

To Jeon In-hwa's question, Lee Hui-hyeon replied in a casual tone.

"Because you're none other than the Successor of the Jeon Clan."

Lee Hui-hyeon's statement that she was the best at interpreting doctrine, despite not being a Vernerable of the Won-gak Cult, could be interpreted as disrespectful to the cult.

But this pure thirst for knowledge was also a very righteous attitude in the eyes of the Won-gak Cult.

'Teaching to those who seek knowledge.'

Jeon In-hwa had long ago concluded that in such cases, her duty was to teach.

After all, she was a follower of the teachings of "The Enlightened One," not just the Won-gak Cult as an organization.

"I see. While I don't agree that I'm the best, it's my duty as a Won-gak Cult believer to teach those who seek knowledge, so I'll tell you what you want to know. Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon, what exactly are you curious about?"

With Jeon In-hwa's acceptance, Lee Hui-hyeon opened the scripture, handed it to her, and pointed to the first line.

"'Enlightenment shall annihilate demons.' I'm curious about this phrase that begins the first line of the Won-gak Cult scripture. The first line of any book tends to be important, so there must be a significant hidden meaning, but there's no detailed explanation, so I wanted to ask about this."

After hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Jeon In-hwa said with interest.

"Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon, you're asking me the same question that my distant ancestor, Jeon Yun-hwa, asked 'The Enlightened One.'"

Hearing Jeon In-hwa's words, Lee Hui-hyeon said.

"There's such a record? I don't think I've seen it."

"It's in a separate record that exists apart from the Won-gak Cult scripture."

"A separate record?"

To Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Jeon In-hwa explained.

"Yes, my ancestor Jeon Yun-hwa deliberately erased his records from the Won-gak Cult scripture, believing that faith and respect should be directed solely to 'The Enlightened One.' So most people only know that our Jeon Clan has deep connections with the Won-gak Cult, but they don't know that we established its foundation. It's not hidden, so those who should know, do know."

"I see, I think I might have heard about that somewhere."

To Lee Hui-hyeon's response, Jeon In-hwa pointed back to the first line of the Won-gak Cult scripture and said.

"Let's get back to our discussion. The phrase 'Enlightenment shall annihilate demons' doesn't have the narrow meaning that enlightenment destroys demon beasts, as you might have guessed. These days, due to the times we live in, there are many interpretations focused on demon slaying, but the original meaning is actually closer to saving the world."

After hearing Jeon In-hwa's explanation, Lee Hui-hyeon nodded and asked.

"Generally, what kind of interpretation is possible?"

To Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Jeon In-hwa continued her explanation.

"It's simple. The 'demons' mentioned in this phrase also refer to all the worries, anger, despair, and sadness that come from daily life—the negative things that dwell in the heart, namely the demons of the heart. The phrase 'Enlightenment shall annihilate demons' also implies that by attaining enlightenment and controlling one's mind, one destroys these inner demons."

"Destroying the demons of the heart. That sounds really difficult."

To Lee Hui-hyeon's honest impression, Jeon In-hwa, feeling the joy of teaching, said.

"That's right, because only 'The Enlightened One' has achieved the annihilation of inner demons. Since annihilation means disappearance without return, and in our case, flames suddenly rise in our hearts when we least expect it, perhaps 'killing the demons of the heart' would be more accurate?"

At Jeon In-hwa's use of "our," Lee Hui-hyeon said to her.

"Our? So you also have times when flames rise in your heart?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Jeon In-hwa showed an expression as if the mask she had been wearing had cracked for the first time.

"Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon, I too am human, so I often feel anger that's like flames surging up."

To Jeon In-hwa, who had revealed her inner self through her expression, Lee Hui-hyeon asked.

"What kind of things generally make you angry?"

"Of course, it's anger toward evil that's committed by following instinct rather than doing good according to the teachings of 'The Enlightened One.' It's also anger toward those who stand by and allow injustice because they're afraid in these harsh times. Fortunately, there are many people like Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon who strive to improve by learning, or like Baek Ye-a who don't ignore injustice, but just the existence of those other types of people makes flames rise in my heart."

Speaking with anger without realizing it, Jeon In-hwa suddenly realized she had spoken too strongly and calmed herself before smiling again.

"I got too excited. Please forgive me."

To Jeon In-hwa's apology, Lee Hui-hyeon shook his head.

"I understand. That's a natural emotion as a human being."

As Lee Hui-hyeon looked at the students for a moment, Jeon In-hwa quietly turned her gaze to observe him.

"Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon, don't others often tell you that you're unusual?"

"I wonder? I don't think of myself as an unusual person."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's answer, Jeon In-hwa looked elsewhere and covered her mouth with her hand as she laughed.

Jeon In-hwa thought Lee Hui-hyeon was an unusual person.

Although he was a friend of Baek Ye-a, he approached her casually with those eyes rimmed with an ominous red border, and he asked for her teachings, treating her not as the Successor of the Jeon Clan but simply as a teacher who knew more than himself.

And unusual people, as Baek Ye-a had thought before, were the type of people Jeon In-hwa really liked.

"Time's almost up now. Can I ask for your teachings again sometime?"

To Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Jeon In-hwa returned the scripture instead of recommending he learn from the Vernerable ones, and said.

"Well, I'm busy with other things these days, so I'm not sure if I'll have time. But if I do have time, I'll teach you occasionally."

"Alright, thank you. I'll come to ask for your teachings from time to time."

Lee Hui-hyeon closed the scripture, then showed respect to Jeon In-hwa by tilting both palms toward her and bowing his head.

Receiving this gesture of respect, Jeon In-hwa felt a strange sense of déjà vu toward Lee Hui-hyeon.

As if she had known Lee Hui-hyeon before.

"Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon, I know this is a strange question, but have we met before?"

Lee Hui-hyeon's expression stiffened for a moment at Jeon In-hwa's question, then relaxed, but Jeon In-hwa didn't seem to notice as she waited for his answer.

"Well, according to the Won-gak Cult doctrine, perhaps we met in a previous life?"

"That's really an interesting thing to say."

Jeon In-hwa covered her mouth and laughed again.



Arriving at the classroom, Lee Hui-hyeon put the scripture in his bag and recalled his conversation with Jeon In-hwa.

Although it had reached a somewhat dangerous level, perhaps thanks to his leading role in resolving "that incident," the situation wasn't particularly dangerous.

If tension had been high, she would have shown a stronger reaction to his eyes or the interpretation of the phrase would have been more extreme.

For now, the "plan" had succeeded.

Now all he needed to do was regularly manage Jeon In-hwa's psychological state to prevent her from "converting."

If the initial phase went well, Jeon In-hwa would instinctively recognize him as someone who had gone through a similar process as herself and show goodwill, so it wouldn't be a difficult task.

From now on, Lee Hui-hyeon planned to become an understanding figure for Jeon In-hwa, helping to calm her innate evil heart.

This was the best he could do for now.

But if things still went wrong, then at that time...

"...I guess I'll have no choice but to kill her."

Just as he finished speaking, the classroom door opened and Baek Ye-a and Jeong Yu-na entered.

"Ye-a, it was an interesting story though, right?"

"I don't know. Because of you, I'm done with bibimbap now."

Baek Ye-a, who was walking in while talking with Jeong Yu-na, said something to Jeong Yu-na and then came over to Lee Hui-hyeon and said.

"Ah, Hui-hyeon. Can you help as an assistant when we do coordination training this afternoon?"

"Assistant?"

"Yes, I'm going to explain the theory to everyone before we start coordination, and I think it would be easier to understand if I demonstrate with actual movements while explaining."

"You collapsed yesterday. Are you sure you should be moving around right away?"

"Don't worry about that. If I feel it's too much, I'll stop immediately."

Actually, Jeong Yu-na had given him a separate hint about this, but Lee Hui-hyeon decided not to mention it.

Baek Ye-a probably wouldn't react well to that.

"Alright, then I'll go ahead and prepare the wooden swords too."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a smiled brightly and said.

"Thanks for agreeing. Hui-hyeon, you're really a great Deputy Team Leader!"

"It's not that big a deal. Oh, I've finished reading this, so take it back."

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been smiling bitterly, took out "The History of Symbols" from under his desk and handed it to Baek Ye-a.

"Thanks for lending it to me. Have you finished reading it now?"

"Yes, I was going to lend it to you yesterday, but I suddenly collapsed and didn't have a chance."

"I see. I'll read it and return it right away. Thanks, see you later."

"Yeah, see you later."

Lee Hui-hyeon watched Baek Ye-a's back as she took the book and went up to her seat, then looked forward again and quietly muttered.

"...Yeah, see you later."

Ch.32 - 1. Synchronization (1)
The training hall was a sports facility built in the wide open space between Yegak Academy and the Divine Sandalwood Tree.

It reminded me of the gymnasium I used during physical education classes in high school.

The training hall was one of the older facilities at Yegak Academy. There were better facilities available, but those were being used by the seniors who needed to be accommodated for practical reasons, so first-year students mainly used these older facilities.

As I walked toward Lee Hui-hyeon, who was leaning against the wall inside the training hall, my eyes met with Jin Seo-yeon's pink eyes. She had arrived early and was coordinating with her team members.

"..."

She stared at me briefly before looking away.

I was relieved that we weren't entangled in this timeline. I went over to Hui-hyeon and said, "Thanks for preparing in advance. Was everything okay?"

He nodded and replied, "Yeah, nothing happened. What about the others?"

"They'll be here soon."

A few minutes later, Yeon Ho-jin entered the training hall first.

---

After calling the children over, I confirmed that all three besides Hui-hyeon had arrived and instructed them to place their weapons upright on the floor with the handles crossed and pointing upward, as per regulations.

Even though these were cold weapons, the way they were positioned reminded me of how we used to set up our rifles during mealtimes when training in military operation areas. It gave me an inexplicable sense of nostalgia.

I must be truly going crazy. To feel nostalgic about my military service when I had sworn on my discharge day that I would never even lie down facing the direction of a military base again.

While I was lost in these memories, Jeong Yu-na approached with her Blue Blossom Cudgel—a hexagonal club painted with blue pigment unique to the Cheonghwa Clan and inscribed with true words. She was about to cross it with Ho-jin's, Su-a's, and Hui-hyeon's swords when she came to me and asked:

"Ye-a, my Blue Blossom Cudgel is heavy, and if it falls over, it might damage the others' scabbards. Can I lean it against the wall instead? Besides, Hui-hyeon doesn't use a scabbard, so the blade might get damaged if something goes wrong."

The cudgel looked longer and larger than the hexagonal clubs used by constables in the real world, but since it appeared to be made of wood, I didn't think it would be that heavy. I asked Yu-na:

"Really? It just looks like a wooden club from the outside. How heavy is it?"

Yu-na tapped her Blue Blossom Cudgel and said, "Only the outer part is peach wood. The inside is solid metal. The purely wooden ones break too easily."

"...Oh, really?"

I felt a strange sense of fear watching Jeong Yu-na smile while talking about how easily her cudgel breaks.

Thank goodness the Cheonghwa Clan doesn't use red pigment.

Filling the inside with solid metal for durability—and the fact that such a simple, brute-force solution was considered normal—made me think that exorcists' physical abilities were truly overpowered.

"Then just hold onto it. You know how to rest it on your knee, right?"

"Got it! I'll do that!"

While Yu-na went to chat with the other kids after receiving my instructions, Hui-hyeon approached me with a wooden practice sword.

"Here's the wooden sword you asked for. I also borrowed a portable chalkboard from the supply room, just in case."

"A chalkboard?"

"Yeah, I set it up over there."

When Hui-hyeon pointed to the corner, I noticed a chalkboard with wheels attached to the bottom.

He must have brought it because I mentioned teaching theory.

I hadn't thought of that.

Realizing I could use it to draw diagrams while explaining, I said to Hui-hyeon, "Thanks. To be honest, I hadn't thought about a chalkboard. You're really well-prepared."

"I'm glad it wasn't unnecessary. So what should I do now as your assistant?"

"For now, just stay with the others. I'll call you again later."

"Okay, got it."

After finishing our conversation, I turned toward the kids and noticed Jeong Yu-na looking at me with a pleased expression.

Hmm.

"What?"

"Huh? Nothing."

When I asked bluntly, Jeong Yu-na just smiled sweetly and looked away.

Maybe Yu-na needs to be put in her place once a day?

But I decided to hold back since she was holding her Blue Blossom Cudgel. Getting hit with that would probably hurt a lot.

"Alright, everyone sit down. I'm going to start with some basic theory."

After having the kids sit down, I pulled over the portable chalkboard.

It must have been old because the wheels didn't roll smoothly and made a rattling sound.

Though Yegak Academy was wealthy, they didn't regularly replace non-essential equipment. This chalkboard might even be older than me. I picked up the chalk Hui-hyeon had prepared and wrote '練醒' on the board.

"Yeonseong? Are you teaching the theory of Yeonseong Swordsmanship?" Yu-na asked, looking at what I'd written.

I nodded and said, "Yes, I overheard Ho-jin and Su-a's discussion yesterday, and I thought of a theory that might help."

"I see. I hope it's something I can apply to Blue Blossom Cudgel techniques."

The truth is, I arranged this theory session partly because this was the swordsmanship that Hui-hyeon used in the beginning.

Yeonseong Swordsmanship was the basic skill that Hui-hyeon started with in the game.

As everyone watched quietly, I asked Han Su-a, "Su-a, what do you think is the most important element to check when solving a problem?"

Caught off guard by the sudden question, Su-a hesitated before answering, "Well, there are many factors, but I'd say it's obviously the intention of the person who created the problem."

She got it in one try.

I had expected several answers before I would reveal the correct one, so I thought to myself that she was indeed a Yegak Academy student, and said, "That's right, it's the creator's intention. You'll all agree that identifying the intention first will always lead to good results, regardless of the problem."

After this introduction, I moved on to the main topic.

"Easy to learn but difficult to master. Anyone who has studied Yeonseong Swordsmanship would agree with this statement. Unlike other sword techniques, this one is widely spread throughout the Human World, and anyone can learn it by visiting a Won-gak Cult martial arts school. Yet skilled practitioners are rare. Do you know why, Ho-jin?"

When I naturally called on Yeon Ho-jin, she answered competently as expected.

"Because the essence of Yeonseong Swordsmanship lies not in 'form' but in 'enlightenment.'"

As expected of a model student. She already understood this while learning Yeonseong Swordsmanship.

But then I realized this was natural—Ho-jin was a talented student admitted to Yegak Academy.

Right, this must be common knowledge for Yegak Academy students.

"Correct. In terms of form alone, nothing is easier than Yeonseong Swordsmanship. It doesn't use any fancy techniques or tricks. That's what makes it difficult. If you could decorate or package it somehow, there would be ways to bridge skill gaps. But Yeonseong Swordsmanship always demands honesty, so those who learn it casually remain mediocre. Only those who understand the intention of its creator—the 'problem setter's intention'—and continuously strive for enlightenment become truly skilled at it."

Next, I wrote '覺' on the chalkboard.

"Up to this point, it's probably common knowledge for talented students like you who've entered Yegak Academy. But is endless effort 'alone' enough? That's not the complete answer either."

After saying this, I picked up the wooden practice sword.

"A demonstration will make the following explanation easier to understand. Could everyone please sit against the wall?"

I had the children sit against the wall, then demonstrated the forms of Yeonseong Swordsmanship.

Grasping the Thread of Enlightenment.

Form 1: Gakseona

Enduring Pain Like an Asura.

Form 3: Ingosura

Contemplating Human Righteousness at Length.

Form 7: Inuisayeong

The sword movements that followed weren't straightforwardly direct but showed a flowing, undulating pattern.

This was intentional, of course. I wanted to demonstrate that even with Yeonseong Swordsmanship, which is said to be honest in form and unable to employ fancy techniques, one could still display such artistry.

I wanted to explain that Yeonseong Swordsmanship isn't just about enlightenment—applying your own mental imagery is also important.

So I demonstrated by infusing Yeonseong Swordsmanship with the ultimate principles of Baekri Divine Swordsmanship, which had been ingrained in my mind from using it repeatedly in previous timelines.

While at it, I tried to show the children the correct sequence for using Yeonseong Swordsmanship flawlessly, but whether due to the side effects of the stat-boosting potion that had made me collapse earlier, or because my abilities were still insufficient for such a demonstration, I felt strain on my body and stopped the forms.

"Whew... As you can see, Yeonseong Swordsmanship isn't just about striving for enlightenment—your mental imagery is equally important. The forms of Yeonseong Swordsmanship are like empty vessels; what they reflect changes depending on what you fill them with, even if the forms themselves remain the same."

I looked at the children to see if they understood my explanation, but their expressions seemed strange.

"What's wrong? Is there something you don't understand?"

Puzzled, I asked, and Jeong Yu-na replied, "No, Ye-a, you were definitely impressive, but..."

Unable to finish her sentence, Yu-na trailed off, and Yeon Ho-jin spoke instead:

"Ye-a, don't you think your achievements are excessive for your age?"

Ch.33 - 1. Synchronization (2)
The flawless sequence of the Yeonseong Sword Technique and the ultimate form of the Baekri Divine Sword Style executed through it.

"What's wrong? Is there something you don't understand?"

And there was Baek Ye-a, asking the children what was wrong as if completely unaware of what she had just done.

Lee Hui-hyeon looked at Baek Ye-a with a crooked gaze.

At first, when she started explaining the theory and told him to prepare for a demonstration, Lee Hui-hyeon had been getting ready for a sparring match.

He had thought Baek Ye-a would explain how to exploit openings with the Yeonseong Sword Technique or methods to neutralize opponents, and that would have been the correct direction to take.

Yes, that's how it should have proceeded.

But Baek Ye-a's explanation that followed was at such an absurd level that even the most talented preparatory students would find something strange about it. The explanation alone was already extraordinary enough to surpass most Venerables, and then she even put it into action.

In other words, the current situation was dangerous—one that could remain a long-term source of anxiety if not handled properly.

One could simply call her a genius and move on, but if that happened, Baek Ye-a would face ruin at some point.

Sitting in his place, Lee Hui-hyeon thought expressionlessly.

Why did Ye-a do something that anyone could see was problematic with just a little thought?

Why did she show that to the children at this point?

"..."

The Baek Ye-a he knew wasn't someone who would make such a big mistake in this regard.

Something had distorted a part of Baek Ye-a's awareness.

As if someone had planted a twisted signpost that whispered that this broken, distorted path was the right way forward, even though it was heading toward the correct destination.

And Lee Hui-hyeon knew who would set such a trap.

*Cheongdam...*

If it was him, since when? Was she being used?

That filthy bastard who always sets traps that seem like nothing at first, but once you come to your senses, you find yourself so deeply mired that you can't escape.

Thinking that he would kill him with his bare hands if they ever met, Lee Hui-hyeon stopped his train of thought.

There's no point in thinking about it now. The situation has already unfolded right in front of us.

Having quickly assessed the situation, Lee Hui-hyeon looked around to make sure the children hadn't noticed.

Despite their exceptional talents, they hadn't detected the ultimate form of the Baekri Divine Sword Style imbued in Baek Ye-a's Yeonseong Sword Technique.

They only sensed that something extraordinary had emanated from the tip of Baek Ye-a's sword.

Since the children's achievements weren't yet significant enough to understand beyond their intuition, Lee Hui-hyeon sighed lightly, thinking he might be able to defuse the situation.

Fortunately, Jin Seo-yeon's team in the back didn't seem to have noticed, but if they remained quiet like this, they would soon take interest in what was happening here.

Then, a thought suddenly crossed Lee Hui-hyeon's mind.

Could this be what Baek Ye-a wants?

Lee Hui-hyeon looked at Baek Ye-a.

Judging from Baek Ye-a's reaction—starting to sweat as if this situation was unexpected—this clearly wasn't what she wanted.

And Lee Hui-hyeon didn't want to see a situation that Baek Ye-a didn't want.

Thinking there was no need to waste more time, Lee Hui-hyeon stood up and approached Baek Ye-a.

<>

The atmosphere of children concentrating on theory disappeared, replaced by a suffocating tension.

Perhaps because of this atmosphere, I felt as if some distorted cognitive chart had vanished, my mind clearing as a sense of crisis settled on my back.

The unexpected reactions from the children.

Han Su-a with her slightly raised eyebrows, Lee Hui-hyeon staring at me expressionlessly as if deep in thought, Yeon Ho-jin looking at me with admiration, and Jeong Yu-na staring in genuine surprise.

Seeing the children's unusual reactions, I realized immediately that saying "I learned it from my clan" wouldn't work.

Only now did I understand.

The Yeonseong Sword Technique wasn't even a Baek Clan sword technique to begin with, so anyone would find it strange if I displayed such a mastery of it. My mistake was being too eager to help Lee Hui-hyeon by showing off.

I thought there wouldn't be any problem just showing the modified form, but apparently even that was too much.

I managed to maintain my composure despite the children's reactions, but cold sweat ran down my back.

In this world, saying someone's achievements are excessive for their age raises questions about whether they possess some genius talent, or abilities that can't be explained by simply having an Inherent Path.

If this spreads and gets distorted...

That must be avoided at all costs.

I absolutely cannot allow a situation where newfound talent emerges, catches the children's attention, and gets reported to the main family...

"Ye-a, are you okay?"

Lee Hui-hyeon suddenly stood up and approached me.

"Huh... what?"

Stunned by Lee Hui-hyeon's unexpected reaction, I stood there dumbfounded as he suddenly grabbed my arms and shoulders.

"My goodness, look at this cold sweat. Why did you push yourself when you're so sick you can't even perform the Yeonseong Sword forms in sequence?"

Looking at the cold sweat I'd broken into earlier, Lee Hui-hyeon spoke with a concerned tone.

Hearing this, Jeong Yu-na stood up and asked, "Hui-hyeon, what are you talking about?"

"Yu-na, you were right. Look how weak Ye-a is. Didn't you see how her sword tip was trembling earlier because she couldn't properly execute even one form?"

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, I almost shouted "What nonsense is that?" but some intuition barely stopped me from crying out.

Could it be that he mistook the fluctuation in my sword energy as trembling due to illness?

"Ye-a, is what Hui-hyeon saying true?"

Jeong Yu-na got up and approached me.

Since Hui-hyeon had already suggested I was sick, even Yu-na, who had seemed certain about my sword technique, now looked doubtful—probably thinking that by "common sense," a 17-year-old Exorcist displaying such sword energy didn't make sense.

A thought quickly flashed through my mind.

Yes, when it comes to techniques, I'm probably the strongest among the children here, having devoured all the experience and technical knowledge from previous cycles.

So it makes sense that Lee Hui-hyeon, who is technically far inferior to me, would misunderstand that I'm still suffering from the "overexertion" side effects.

Indeed, since I had collapsed once from the side effects of the stat-boosting potion and was thought to still have aftereffects, this development was plausible. I inwardly sighed with relief, thinking that life truly has its ups and downs.

There might be some awkwardness in someone who was just explaining being supported like this, but this too was part of my plan to make up for my mistake.

Quickly thinking, I deliberately didn't answer Yu-na's question and instead leaned on Hui-hyeon, preparing for questions that might come later.

"As expected of the vice team leader. You're quick to notice."

Thank you, early-game punching bag Lee Hui-hyeon.

Thanks to your terrible eye for technique, I now have a way out.

"Ye-a, are you alright?" asked Han Su-a with a worried expression, seemingly the most relaxed member of the team.

I nodded slightly to Su-a, then walked to the wall where the children had been sitting, guided by Hui-hyeon.

"Here, lean against the wall and sit down."

As Hui-hyeon helped me sit against the wall, Yeon Ho-jin, who had been watching blankly, spoke up.

"So that trembling sword tip was because she was pushing herself? No... Do you all really think that? Ye-a clearly imbued something into the Yeonseong Sword form."

At Ho-jin's words, Yu-na looked at me.

Perhaps there were too many elements disturbing Yu-na's sensibilities as a traditionalist and conservative.

But unlike before, I had anticipated this situation.

So what I chose was...

"I clearly said that mental imagery is important."

To brazenly push forward, just like with Huye Jin.

"What did you say?"

To Ho-jin's question, I replied with the most serene expression I could muster:

"I already told you that not only do you need to strive for enlightenment, but the mental imagery you conjure is also important. The forms of the Yeonseong Sword Technique are like empty vessels—when your body is in poor condition, your mental imagery becomes disturbed, so it's not good to reflect it. Hui-hyeon, like a proper vice team leader, correctly assessed my physical condition."

"I did?"

When Hui-hyeon asked with a puzzled expression, I answered:

"Exorcists rarely get sick, right? So when using the Yeonseong Sword Technique in poor physical condition, the mental imagery gets distorted and the sword technique becomes a mess. I demonstrated this based on my knowledge to show you firsthand."

As I praised Hui-hyeon, who was probably the only one who had misunderstood my sword technique, I wondered if this even made sense.

Even if this is an otome game world, the characters aren't softer or more trusting than in reality.

It's not easy, normal, or hard mode—it's hardcore. Even the heroines are spicier than in other difficulty levels. This is the world of K-otome games, which particularly emphasizes realistic human relationships in the virtual world created in South Korea.

Being mistaken for a genius in a world that values concepts like "Killing the Unkillable" means bearing a significant burden—a burden that would, at the very least, hinder my movements and, at worst, bring pressure from the main family.

Because from childhood until now, Baek Ye-a had no talent.

And even I, who possessed her body, know that I'm just an ordinary person with system adjustments and original story knowledge.

Without these two things, I would have been exposed as a vessel long ago.

After listening to me, Ho-jin remained silent for a while before saying:

"Ye-a, that sword energy was definitely not just some trembling. I'm not sure if I understood it correctly, but it was certainly something else."

"It was just trembling, that's why you don't understand."

This time, Hui-hyeon chimed in as if to back me up:

"That's right. Having heard that knowledge first, it's understandable to misinterpret trembling due to physical weakness. I wouldn't have known either if Ye-a hadn't been sweating."

I felt somewhat grateful for Hui-hyeon's words.

It's truly fortunate that Hui-hyeon is an early-game punching bag. If this were mid-game, he might have noticed something.

"Yes, that must be it. Starting from Form 1, I was trying to continue from Gakseona because my body was weak, but I couldn't do it in one go."

After I explained, packaging the failure to maintain the correct sequence of the Yeonseong Sword Technique appropriately, Ho-jin spoke again:

"Ye-a, if I didn't misunderstand, your Yeonseong Sword Technique had no gaps."

Ho-jin's words sent chills down my spine, as if I'd heard the scariest part of a ghost story.

"Form 1 Gakseona, Form 3 Ingosura, Form 7 Inuisayeong. Right?"

And even the exact expression of the forms... No, this is common knowledge for preparatory students.

"That's just a coincidence. It just happened to flow that way because I was trying to start with the easier parts due to my condition."

As my excuses were becoming increasingly flimsy, fortunately, Ho-jin seemed to give up on pursuing this line of questioning and asked something else:

"Besides, you said not only enlightenment but also mental imagery is important. I've never heard such knowledge anywhere before."

I wanted to shout that this is something they would all realize in a few years, but surprisingly, it was Han Su-a who spoke up:

"I know something similar."

"You know? How?"

"The Venerable at the martial class where I trained always taught children generously. I think he said something like this: when your body is in poor condition, your weapon knows its master's state uncannily well and becomes lazy. I think he was trying to teach something similar to what Ye-a is saying."

Following Su-a's words, Hui-hyeon said to Ho-jin:

"And usually, such knowledge is already known within powerful clans."

"..."

Ho-jin closed his mouth, seemingly unable to think of anything else to say.

Though I was concerned about Ho-jin, the situation seemed to have calmed down for now.

After Ho-jin, who had been probing sharply from various angles, fell silent, Yu-na, Hui-hyeon, and Su-a also maintained silence for a while.

I couldn't tell what they were thinking, but after a moment of silence, it was Yu-na who spoke:

"So is this matter settled now?"

Hui-hyeon, who had been quiet until then, said:

"It seems settled."

After Hui-hyeon spoke, Su-a said:

"I really feel like I met a great team leader. I didn't understand what the Venerable was saying back then, but seeing it demonstrated like this makes it clear. As expected of Team Leader Baek Ye-a, giving us insights in ways we couldn't imagine during theory class..."

"Alright, that's enough. Let's practice together now," Yu-na interrupted Su-a, setting her Blue Blossom Cudgel against the wall and picking up a wooden sword.

"And Ye-a, you stay there and rest. The trembling sword tip was because you're sick. Thanks for showing us."

When Ho-jin tried to say something more, Hui-hyeon went over to him and said something, and the two started talking.

Yu-na approached me, who was still in a daze, and said:

"It's okay. Maybe it's more common than we think for sword energy to bend strangely when you're a bit sick. Just sit and watch us practice together. Okay?"

And then Yu-na patted my shoulder as if everything was fine.

I'm not foolish enough to not understand that this means they're pretending not to know.

They're just letting it slide for now because I desperately tried to "deny my talent."

Perhaps they've concluded on their own that it has something to do with my clan.

Is this also a clan shield, if you can call it that?

In Hui-hyeon's case, he seems to have genuinely misunderstood since he's an early-game punching bag with nothing going for him except his kind personality.

I started out wanting to help him, but I felt pathetic for making such a stupid mistake.

Then, thinking of Jin Seo-yeon's team, I looked over at them.

...Jin Seo-yeon was openly glaring at me.

Ch.34 - 1. Synchronization (3)
Jin Seo-yeon maintained eye contact for a while like a wary wolf, not looking away even after our eyes met. She only turned her gaze when some guy who appeared to be a squad member spoke to her.

From that reaction, two things were certain.

She saw it, and she knew.

According to the setting, the heroines of the "Killing the Unkillable" world possess the greatest talent in exorcism in history, surpassing even "the first generation" due to their inherited traits and Inherent Paths—this in powerful exorcist families already overflowing with talented individuals.

So Jin Seo-yeon would naturally have known. That wasn't just some ordinary tremor.

Of all people, I had to be discovered by that subtle psychopath.

Based on previous cycles with Jin Seo-yeon and recent events, her reaction would be...

"Ye-a, are you okay?"

While I was contemplating various possibilities, Lee Hui-hyeon approached me. Yeon Ho-jin was standing behind me with her arms crossed, apparently having finished her conversation.

"Yes, Hui-hyeon. Thank you so much for your concern."

I smiled as I thanked her.

I was genuinely grateful because thanks to her mistakenly believing I was actually sick, I was able to get away with my somewhat clumsy act.

So there is some use for these side characters in the early stages.

After hearing my thanks, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"But Ye-a."

"Yes?"

Looking me in the eyes, Lee Hui-hyeon continued.

"Please don't ever do this again."

Lee Hui-hyeon spoke in a strange tone I'd never heard before.

Not angry, not happy, not sad, not annoyed.

Just words.

"...I understand. I won't push myself until I'm fully recovered."

Maybe she was a bit angry after all. For me performing techniques without checking my physical condition first.

It would be presumptuous to think "who is she to be angry," since my calculated actions had backfired and dug my own grave, resulting in Lee Hui-hyeon becoming assistant team leader. We were now deeply connected within the squad.

She's probably angry as the assistant team leader because I collapsed from overwork and then pushed myself again.

No, actually, it's just because it's Lee Hui-hyeon that I'm annoyed. If it had been Jeong Yu-na, I wouldn't feel this way.

"No, you probably thought you were fully recovered when you did it. And I think your mindset as team leader is admirable."

Lee Hui-hyeon spoke in a soothing tone, as if that strange tone from earlier had been my imagination.

At that moment, I heard the sound of a wooden sword breaking and something tumbling across the floor beyond Lee Hui-hyeon.

When Lee Hui-hyeon turned around, we saw Han Su-a standing on the opposite side, looking flustered with a wooden sword in hand.

While wooden swords are considered consumables in exorcist training, such scenes aren't actually common. After all, they're just practicing forms against each other, not fighting to the death.

The wooden sword made a loud thud as it hit the floor, causing the students from Jin Seo-yeon's group who were practicing to turn around.

A metal fragment from the core of the wooden sword scattered across the floor.

Perhaps she accidentally channeled spiritual energy into the wooden sword when she struck.

Though they're all talented individuals, their talents truly blossom at age 17.

Therefore, they might still be inexperienced in controlling spiritual energy at this stage.

Lee Hui-hyeon and Yeon Ho-jin, who had been standing behind me with her arms crossed, immediately rushed to Jeong Yu-na.

"Yu-na, are you okay?"

"I'm so sorry! I'm so sorry!"

"I'm fine!"

Lee Hui-hyeon and Yeon Ho-jin rushed over to check on her, while Han Su-a stood there helplessly holding the wooden sword.

Jeong Yu-na hadn't simply tumbled to the ground; she had rolled into a defensive position, instinctively pointing the broken wooden sword toward Su-a while extending her empty palm to reassure everyone.

A truly professional response worthy of experienced exorcists outside the academy.

As expected, despite appearances, the students at Yegak Academy were indeed talented. Such a calm response in that situation.

<>

Jeong Yu-na (晶諭儺)

Age: 17
Gender: Female

Abilities
Strength C+ Agility C Intelligence B Luck C+ Spiritual Power D+

Path to Enlightenment

Status
Normal

<>

Just to be safe, I checked Jeong Yu-na's status window with my All-Seeing Eye and was relieved to see no injury indicator. I got up and ran over to Yu-na.

I hadn't bothered to check until now, but I noticed that Jeong Yu-na had surprisingly good stats for an extra character—perhaps because even as a minor character, she still had Cheonghwa Clan blood flowing in her veins.

Even her intelligence was unexpectedly high despite her behavior suggesting otherwise.

I wonder if intelligence has nothing to do with acting smart?

"Are you okay, Yu-na?"

When I asked, Jeong Yu-na answered with a smile.

"Yes, but my hand feels numb. I thought I was pretty strong, but I guess my training is still lacking."

In response to Yu-na's sheepish laugh, Lee Hui-hyeon replied:

"All exorcists are physically strong, Yu-na. Su-a just miscontrolled her spiritual energy."

I nodded and said:

"That's right."

"Su-a miscontrolled her spiritual energy," Yeon Ho-jin agreed.

Han Su-a then said to Yu-na:

"I'm sorry again! It was my mistake! I suddenly felt power flowing through my body, and when I channeled it into the wooden sword..."

She had drawn out spiritual energy while practicing forms.

Perhaps the time when they would properly handle spiritual energy was approaching.

In response to Han Su-a's apology, Jeong Yu-na continued smiling reassuringly and showed her body as she said:

"I'm really fine. Look, not a single scratch."

Even in that situation, Yu-na was unconsciously still pointing the broken wooden sword at Su-a, making me think she would never let her guard down anywhere.

I picked up the broken wooden sword from the floor and said to Yu-na:

"Yu-na, can you open your hand?"

"Huh? Oh, thanks, Ye-a."

As Yu-na smiled and obediently opened her hand, I handed her the broken sword handle and said to everyone:

"I'm glad Yu-na wasn't hurt. I have a spare wooden sword you can use, so there's no need to get a new one. Hui-hyeon, don't forget to report the broken wooden sword when you return the equipment to the supply room after practice."

Lee Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"Got it, I'll do that."

"And Su-a, from now on, if you feel that sensation while facing a person, always stop at least once. Understood?"

After hearing my words, Su-a replied dejectedly:

"Yes... I'm sorry again..."

"There's no need to feel so down. You were just trying hard when it happened, and Yu-na is fine. Right?"

"That's right, I'm really fine."

As Yu-na smiled and comforted Su-a, I couldn't help but think she seemed motherly.

Am I really becoming Ye-a?

"Now continue. Be careful this time."

After giving instructions as team leader, I picked up the broken wooden sword and started walking back toward the wall to sit down when Yeon Ho-jin said:

"I'll get my wooden sword and bring one for Yu-na too."

"No, it was my fault, so I should..."

"No. Stay there."

Yeon Ho-jin stopped Han Su-a and followed me.

"Ye-a."

Yeon Ho-jin spoke while gathering her wooden sword and one for Jeong Yu-na.

"Honestly, Hui-hyeon's explanation sounded plausible, but I still find it suspicious."

I don't know what she heard from Lee Hui-hyeon, but her rigid tone suggested that no matter how much I denied it, it wouldn't matter.

"Ho-jin, about that..."

Waving her hand as if she didn't intend to press the issue, Yeon Ho-jin spoke in a softer tone:

"I know, I know. What you showed today was just your sword technique wavering because you were sick, and your talent is exactly at the preparatory student level."

After pausing briefly, Yeon Ho-jin added:

"For now, I'll accept that explanation."

And as if she had said everything she needed to say, Yeon Ho-jin went back to the others.

Despite her somewhat stubborn nature, it seemed Yeon Ho-jin had decided to let it go for now, just like Jeong Yu-na.

"Sigh..."

It seems that hastily made-up excuse would only convince someone like Lee Hui-hyeon, who lacks technical discernment, or Han Su-a, who is rather lax for an exorcist.

I wonder if there's even any point in hiding it.

Among my squad members, Lee Hui-hyeon and Han Su-a believed my claim, but Jeong Yu-na and Yeon Ho-jin didn't.

But there's a world of difference between openly revealing something yourself and having suspicions raised while you deny it, so of course it was right not to reveal it.

I'll need to keep today's events in mind whenever I act around the kids from now on.

After finishing practice, I dismissed the students.

I sent Lee Hui-hyeon ahead to return the equipment and report the broken wooden sword, and after returning to the classroom, the other students gradually left as well.

"See you next time," Yu-na said, waving her hand.

This would be the perfect time to ask questions, but she was leaving without asking anything, so I waved back.

"See you tomorrow, Yu-na."

After Yu-na left, silence filled the classroom.

The girl who had been sitting quietly since entering the classroom spoke:

"Not leaving was a good choice. I'm not a patient person."

That was something I knew well from seeing plenty of unpleasant things in previous cycles.

That's why I stayed behind.

"Because you held back in front of everyone."

I also knew that she wouldn't act rashly when in a position of "leading a group."

As if I don't know how much history we have together.

"Did it seem that way? I wasn't particularly holding back."

Jin Seo-yeon spoke as expected, resting the back of her hand under her chin, looking like a lone wolf.

The Jin Clan was actually connected to wolf divine beasts, so that influence couldn't be discounted.

"If you had been just one day late, more students would have seen it. Tomorrow, other students would have come to the training hall to practice. In that sense, you could say you're lucky. The unfortunate part is that the only outsider who witnessed it happened to be me."

Jin Seo-yeon's pink eyes, which had been looking at the floor like a calm water surface, turned toward me.

There's more to Jin Seo-yeon than meets the eye.

Unlike dogs, wolves don't reveal their true feelings.

Though to me, who was betrayed in a previous cycle, she was just a bitch.

"Were you waiting here the whole time?"

In response to my question, Jin Seo-yeon got up and walked to my seat.

"Yes, I have a lot to discuss with you, Baek Ye-a. Including how you deceived me last time."

This was the moment I had anticipated since first being discovered.

She must have noticed something unusual about that pathetic loser who got beaten up and collapsed last time, and probably thinks I deceived her with some purpose in mind.

Looking at Jin Seo-yeon, who unlike our previous meeting was now revealing her true nature by showing no expression at all, I thought:

That wasn't deception.

Ch.35 - 1. Synchronization (4)
On the way home from Yegak Academy, Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a walked together.

Han Su-a spoke to Yeon Ho-jin, who seemed to be deep in thought about something.

"Are you thinking about what happened at the training hall earlier? About why Ye-a was hiding her talent..."

Yeon Ho-jin turned to Han Su-a after hearing her words.

"What?"

"You heard me correctly. You're thinking about why Ye-a is hiding her talent, right?"

"You knew about it too?"

Han Su-a had backed up Baek Ye-a's excuse along with Lee Hui-hyeon at the training hall.

Her saying this now meant that she had supported Baek Ye-a's lie despite knowing it wasn't true.

"Hui-hyeon wouldn't have noticed since he doesn't use the Soft Sword Technique deeply, but I knew. I knew it wasn't just her body being weak that caused the trembling. To be honest, I wasn't completely sure at first, but in the end, I became certain. That Ye-a wanted to hide her talent from us."

"If you knew that, why did you defend her like that?"

At Yeon Ho-jin's question, Han Su-a slightly furrowed her brow and said:

"You're so smart, yet so dense about these things. I thought you'd understand that being born with talent isn't always a blessing. Don't you know that Ye-a is a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan?"

Hearing Han Su-a's words, Yeon Ho-jin replied with an expression that showed he was even more confused.

"I know that. But shouldn't she be showing off her talent then? As a Successor Candidate, she should be demonstrating her abilities to establish her legitimacy as the next successor."

This was the main reason why Yeon Ho-jin couldn't understand why Baek Ye-a was hiding her talent.

As a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan, she should be showcasing her talent to prove she deserved to be chosen as the successor, not hiding it.

It was like having a winning lottery ticket but for some reason hiding it and refusing to claim the prize.

After hearing Yeon Ho-jin's response, Han Su-a's expression became subtle.

She had thought that as an unaffiliated Exorcist, especially a young one, he might not be interested in these matters, but she hadn't expected him to be this unaware.

Han Su-a, who studied the Path of Cooperation for the future and took interest in worldly affairs, and Yeon Ho-jin, who followed the teachings of "The Enlightened One" and devoted himself to becoming an Exorcist who annihilates demons.

Han Su-a, who had learned from childhood experiences that actions don't always lead to deserved outcomes, and Yeon Ho-jin, who firmly believed from his childhood experiences that every action has its proper consequence.

Though they were the closest friends in their class, they were different in so many ways.

"Just like you to uphold the orthodox view, valuing rules and principles even in this situation. You're right. In ordinary clans or families, your logic would be absolutely correct. Even the great exorcist families select their successors and corps leaders that way. But the Baek Clan is special."

"Special? What's different about them besides being a great exorcist family?"

"Think about it. Which other clan in this world runs a Successor Candidate system?"

With Han Su-a's question, Yeon Ho-jin felt as if a piece of common sense he had taken for granted was suddenly shattered.

"Oh? Now that you mention it, that's true."

"Since the great exorcist family, the Baek Clan, runs a Successor Candidate system, people who don't pay much attention to these matters might mistakenly think other clans have it too. In fact, it would be better if such a system didn't exist. But the Baek Clan has no choice but to maintain it. Do you know why?"

At Han Su-a's question, Yeon Ho-jin replied as if he now understood:

"Because the Baek Clan experienced a massive internal war. I think I read about it in history books. The Baek Clan's Fratricide, was it?"

Until now, he hadn't paid much attention to it, but as expected of a talented individual, once he started to understand, Yeon Ho-jin easily grasped the reason for the Successor Candidate system.

Hearing Yeon Ho-jin's answer, Han Su-a nodded and continued with a more detailed explanation.

"That's right. The Baek Clan's Fratricide was a tragedy that occurred over the position of clan leader after the previous leader, the successor, and the main family branch—who were the closest by blood—all vanished. The Baek Clan had created various branches to preserve diverse techniques as part of their Inherent Path, but those powers and techniques were used to kill each other. The resulting losses would have been enough to wipe out any ordinary clan, leaving them as mere historical records."

Thinking that this had somehow turned into a history lesson, Yeon Ho-jin said:

"Yet they managed to rebuild."

"Yes, they could have remained divided after the fratricide, but the power and history behind the name 'The Great Exorcist Family, the Baek Clan' remained overwhelming and attractive to its members even after the tragedy."

"I suppose that's why brothers fought such a bloody war over the clan leader position..."

Yeon Ho-jin clicked his tongue softly.

"Anyway, the remaining branches came together and selected the branch that had been trying to stop the fighting as the new main family. The need for a system to prevent such a tragedy from happening again became apparent. The solution they came up with was the 'Successor Candidate system,' where each branch would select a Successor Candidate, giving everyone a fair chance to compete for the successor position, which is essentially the clan leader position."

After hearing this explanation, Yeon Ho-jin spoke as if he finally understood:

"I see what you're getting at. So that's why Baek Ye-a is hiding her talent?"

"Exactly. That's probably why she can't reveal her talent right now. I don't know the details, but it might be because her faction is weak, and if she openly displays her talent, she could become a target for other branches. If she were a powerful Successor Candidate, she wouldn't have to overwork herself alone like that."

"Overwork... I see, I hadn't thought that far."

Han Su-a's explanation was meant to lead to this realization.

Thinking that if she always spoke such meaningful words, he wouldn't mind her usual chattiness, Yeon Ho-jin said:

"So a system created for political stability in the clan ends up suppressing individual talent. But why did she show it in front of us? If we go around talking about it, wouldn't all her efforts to hide it be wasted?"

After pondering Yeon Ho-jin's question, Han Su-a replied:

"Maybe due to her environment, she didn't have anyone around to compare her talent with, so she didn't understand the significance of her actions? She thought she was hiding it, but that was the best she could do. She might have realized her mistake after seeing our reactions."

After hearing Han Su-a's words, Yeon Ho-jin said:

"You're saying she achieved that level at just 17 years old, without a master, all on her own. That's not just ordinary genius. That's truly 'enli—'"

Suddenly, Yeon Ho-jin stopped mid-sentence.

No matter how talented she might be, comparing the current Baek Ye-a to "The Enlightened One" would be going too far.

As a follower of the Won-gak Cult, it wouldn't be right to make such a comparison in a moment of emotional impulse.

Pretending not to have heard Yeon Ho-jin's slip, Han Su-a said:

"This is exactly what a 'clan' is—a place that seems to uphold principles but actually goes against them. They're reliable groups that protect the Human World, but at the same time, they create all sorts of problems in their internal power struggles, giving Exorcists a bad reputation... That's the kind of group they are. Now you understand why I defended Ye-a."

Unlike himself who had reluctantly accepted the situation, Han Su-a had understood why Baek Ye-a acted that way and made a quick judgment to support her.

While Yeon Ho-jin was impressed by Han Su-a's quick thinking and action, he still felt uneasy for a different reason.

He understood the nature of clans now.

But why did Baek Ye-a hide her abilities even from them? Does she still not trust them completely?

As if reading Yeon Ho-jin's thoughts, Han Su-a said:

"It's best to stay quiet for now. Someday, if Ye-a speaks honestly to us, it will mean she trusts us."

Considering that they hadn't known each other for very long and hadn't done much together, Yeon Ho-jin realized today's events were understandable. He shook off his uneasiness and said:

"I hope it happens as you say."

The conversation paused for a moment, and then Han Su-a smiled at Yeon Ho-jin and said:

"Let's end the talk here. Since I taught you something valuable, buy me dinner instead of paying tuition. I paid last time."

"Alright, let's go get soy sauce noodles like last time."

"Is that the extent of your generosity?"

Setting aside their serious conversation, the two returned to their usual relationship, chatting and laughing together.

<>

Even though Jin Seo-yeon had accused me of deceiving her and was now sitting next to me, staring intently, I wasn't particularly flustered.

When I considered the various possible outcomes of this situation, this wasn't a bad one at all.
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Most people would think like this.

That girl who charged at me with a spear last time, got beaten, and flew away was actually hiding her strength. And now she's showing her true skills on the very day I came to the training hall to spar with her—isn't she mocking me?

They might think she deliberately waited until everyone left, then approached me saying she has a lot to talk about, including her previous deception. As a successor candidate of the Baek Clan, perhaps she's trying to minimize potential conflicts between our families while also holding me accountable for that "deception."

But no. Jin Seo-yeon didn't stay behind with such delicate considerations.

As I've mentioned before, Jin Seo-yeon is a subtle psychopath who hides her true nature and, for now, belongs to the moderate faction.

If she were actually someone who thought and acted with such nuance, all those failed disruptions from the previous cycle wouldn't have happened.

In other words, her staying behind to pressure me like this means she has other motives.

"Deception?"

I played dumb first. Jin Seo-yeon responded.

"If pretending to be weak and getting knocked down last time isn't deception, then what is it? Actually, I had a strange feeling back then that your attacks were readable. Your eyes kept following my spear."

It seems she noticed I was reading her attacks with my All-Seeing Eye.

Come to think of it, the one watching me from Jin Seo-yeon's team was, surprisingly, team leader Jin Seo-yeon herself.

Though she didn't show it outwardly, was she actually concerned about what happened then?

If so, that's my karma. She wouldn't have even noticed me if not for that incident. Damn it. So I really did get on her radar.

"It felt off—too unusual to dismiss as just the Baek Clan's characteristic peripheral vision. There was this strange sense that you 'knew' what was coming, which left me uneasy. Today you confirmed my suspicions were correct."

If Jin Seo-yeon forms a negative conclusion about me, the consequences won't be merely "annoying."

Unlike Huye Jin and Jeon In-hwa, who hesitate to wield power within the academy, Jin Seo-yeon had no such reservations.

Jin Seo-yeon was a subtle psychopath, but befitting the successor of a great exorcist family, she intuitively understood how to use power to make people suffer without crossing certain lines.

That's why on the "Killing the Unkillable" gallery, Jin Seo-yeon was quite popular—given Korean subculture's love for cathartic characters. I liked her too, being the extreme efficiency-seeker who only pursued Baek Ye-a's route once for achievement purposes because I found her useless.

That was before I learned from my final experience in the previous cycle that Jin Seo-yeon's catharsis was like sulfuric acid to anyone not in her good graces.

I might be about to get doused with that acid again, but at least now it wouldn't happen.

As long as I know how someone will act based on my previous cycle's experience, I won't be seriously caught off guard unless something unpredictable happens.

After all, I am a Regressor, even if just once.

"Here's what I think, Baek Ye-a. You needed a way to thoroughly deceive people around you for some purpose, and you used me for that. But in the process, you made the mistake of unconsciously reading my attacks. You thought I wouldn't be watching after being disappointed by your previous performance, so you freely showed off your skills to your team members to demonstrate the difference in our levels. Then you got caught by me. So you pretended to be hurt to hide your skills from me. There might be some holes, but this is the most plausible explanation I can think of."

Jin Seo-yeon, like a wolf instantly tearing into its prey, presented the best logic she could come up with.

She must have heard about me collapsing from overwork, but she spoke as if that didn't matter at all.

Befitting the authoritarian Jin Clan, she seems to think I revealed my skills to show the difference in level to my team members, then tried to escape when caught.

Does Jin Seo-yeon know that I ended up like this trying to carry Lee Hui-hyeon?

That bastard Lee Hui-hyeon. He's probably enjoying sweet rest in the dormitory, not knowing I ended up like this trying to carry him. Even though I could handle this myself, thinking about Lee Hui-hyeon resting without knowing anything made me angry.

No, this situation is my fault, not Lee Hui-hyeon's.
I'll just greet him tomorrow with "Hey asshole Hui-hyeon, good morning" instead of a normal greeting.

I gathered my thoughts.

Making false excuses to Jin Seo-yeon here would be amateur.

What if I said, "If I wanted to hide my skills, I wouldn't have ranked first in the skills assessment test"?

Then Jin Seo-yeon would say, "I know you got first place through wit, not skill. You did that to maximize the practical benefits for your purpose. You're definitely deceiving me." And then she'd start her "catharsis." That wasn't the answer she wanted.

Jin Seo-yeon, the subtle psychopath.

With multiple real combat experiences since the past—even having witnessed someone dying with ruptured internal organs.

The Jin Seo-yeon who stabbed me in the back in the previous cycle.

From her way of speaking, she already seemed convinced, yet this roundabout approach was unlike her.

As I said from the beginning, she only acts this way when she wants something from the other person.

Being a subtle psychopath, she wouldn't be doing this to fulfill some family duty. She's observed enough, so now it's time to speak up.

"Cut the crap. Those are all excuses."

Jin Seo-yeon's eyebrow twitched upward.

"What did you say?"

"If you wanted to hold me accountable for deception, you could have done it right there. But you didn't. Instead, you deliberately waited until we were alone."

I know Jin Seo-yeon doesn't act rashly when in a "leadership position," but thinking about it, she typically charges straight in when she believes someone is at fault.

Given that she already thinks she knows what's going on, the only thing Jin Seo-yeon—a successor who can get most things she wants—would demand from me, a mere successor candidate, was this:

A sparring match.

This time, not "pretending to be weak" but showing my true skills in a fight.

That was Jin Seo-yeon's true intention.

"It doesn't make sense for the Jin Clan to interrogate something they consider so obvious. You're just testing me. You have a different real desire. You actually want to fight me, don't you? Without any deception like before."

I never actually deceived her, but since Jin Seo-yeon had already drawn that conclusion and wouldn't accept that it was a mistake, I acknowledged that I had deceived her and moved on.

Jin Seo-yeon, who had been staring at me expressionlessly until now, rested her chin on one hand and looked away, as if her true intentions had been exposed.

"Right, you have good intuition. Correct, whether you deceived me or not, I don't really care. I was curious how you'd react. Most people get angry when they find out they've been used, but that's the fault of the person who got used. It's just nonsense from pathetic creatures who don't even know to be ashamed of their foolishness."

Jin Seo-yeon shrugged as she verbalized thoughts she had previously only demonstrated through actions.

Of course, Jin Seo-yeon would never realize that this was the real deception.

"This time, no deception, just clarity. There won't be anyone watching if we use the training hall under the pretext of sparring at this hour when few people are around. All your team members have gone back too."

She silently started walking ahead, then spoke from behind me.

"The Jin Clan doesn't take suspicious matters lightly. My using the training hall today wasn't a coincidence. If I hadn't figured it out today, I would have met you again and again until I did."

So she'd been watching me since then.

This was the moment I understood why Jin Seo-yeon, who didn't hesitate to use power within the academy, specifically chose to use the old training hall facility.

I realized Jin Seo-yeon was indeed someone I couldn't let my guard down around, given that she had sensed something unusual.

After all, reading her attacks with my All-Seeing Eye wasn't just my imagination.

"Why did you go to such lengths to fight me, even knowing you were deceived?"

Jin Seo-yeon answered my question as if it were obvious.

"When there's a strong opponent, it's natural to want to face them."

Jin Seo-yeon spoke as if only interested in our upcoming sparring match.

"I don't care why you hide your skills. So it would be better if you face me sincerely. Before I become interested in that."

Jin Seo-yeon spoke as if she had no intention of forming any deeper connection.

This was exactly what I wanted, so I told her:

"Don't worry, I'll make sure you never forget today."


When we returned to the training hall, it was empty just as Jin Seo-yeon had said.

On the way, I stopped by the equipment room again to borrow a wooden sword. Jin Seo-yeon created a paper spear using the same magic as last time.

"Will that be enough? This may look like wood, but it has a metal core."

"It's fine. This paper spear is sturdier than most wooden spears."

"Rules?"

Since there were various rules for sparring, I asked which one she wanted to choose. Jin Seo-yeon replied as if it were obvious.

"Until one of us falls first."

She meant to fight to the end.

It had been difficult when I wielded the Yeonseong Sword Technique with extreme intent earlier, but for this sparring match, I could use sword techniques optimized for me without hiding anything.

I recalled the various sword techniques I used.

Given my current condition, it would be best to end this quickly, and against Jin Seo-yeon at her current level, I could strike with spiritual energy in an instant.

Therefore, the sword technique I would use for this sparring match was the Baekri Divine Sword Style.

In the past, only those who had completely mastered the Baekri Sword Technique, especially those born with the Baek bloodline trait, could learn this highest-level sword technique of the Baek Clan. It had been lost for mysterious reasons before the Baek Clan's Fratricide and now only its name remained, almost forgotten.

I favored this technique for several reasons, one being that since no one could recognize it, I had no reservations using it in front of others.

Even Jin Seo-yeon from the previous cycle only thought it was an extremely advanced variation of the Baekri Sword Technique, not something entirely different.

As we pointed our weapons at each other, Jin Seo-yeon said:

"Then let's begin."

As soon as Jin Seo-yeon's words fell, I used a technique.

Baekri Divine Sword Style, Fourth Form:
"Unseen Flight, Unheard Sound"

To her eyes, I would appear to shimmer for a moment before disappearing and striking.

This form existed specifically for ambush attacks.

Mixed with other forms intermittently, it was perfect for penetrating an opponent's defenses in moments of weakened concentration, no matter how skilled they were.

Just as I reached Jin Seo-yeon in an instant and aimed for her neck, she blocked with her spear.

"Hmm."

After a small groan, Jin Seo-yeon's spear rushed precisely toward my eyes.

Jin Wolf Fang Spear Technique, First Form:
"Wolf Fang Pierces Intestines"

A killing move that could not only blind me in one eye if I was hit wrong but could even kill me.

After narrowly deflecting the spear, a kick came flying.

"Ugh!"

With a small groan, I blocked the direct kick to my stomach with my wooden sword and stepped back, taking a deep breath while gripping my sword.

If the technique she had just used had been the Demon-Slaying Divine Spear Style instead of the Jin Wolf Fang Spear Technique, I would have been finished right there, but she seemed to think I wasn't yet at a level worthy of showing her family's higher spear techniques.

That was actually correct, and thanks to that I survived, but between that and trying to stab my eyes earlier—damn, this bitch is pissing me off.

Jin Seo-yeon approached me smoothly, as if not wanting to give me even a moment's respite.

I deployed my forms against her in the correct sequence I had discovered earlier with the Yeonseong Sword Technique—optimized for me and in an order that wouldn't put too much strain on my current body.

Baekri Divine Sword Style, Fourth Form: "Unseen Flight, Unheard Sound"
Baekri Divine Sword Style, Second Form: "Caged Hawk Yearns for Clouds"
Baekri Divine Sword Style, Seventh Form: "Accumulated Feathers Sink the Boat"

After rushing in once more with Unseen Flight, Unheard Sound, I defended against her spear with Caged Hawk Yearns for Clouds, then executed a seven-hit combo with Accumulated Feathers Sink the Boat.

Baekri Divine Sword Style, Third Form: "Swift as Hawk Before Eyes"

And like Unseen Flight, Unheard Sound, I attacked Jin Seo-yeon with rapid strikes, but she blocked them all with a somewhat strange expression.

Baekri Divine Sword Style, First Form: "Azure Sky Hawk Soars"

Using the first form that strikes downward from above, I created a slight opening that Jin Seo-yeon used to speak to me.

"I'll admit it. You're a genius."

Demon-Slaying Divine Spear Style, Third Form:
"Chaos of Gods, Chaos of Killing"

As I heard the word "genius" from a true genius, I felt my consciousness fading from her surprise attack that came through the briefest opening.
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"Ugh!"

I instinctively use a technique to counter the barrage of strikes pouring from the tip of Jin Seo-yeon's spear.

Baekri Divine Sword Style Fourth Form: "Not Showing Flight, Not Hearing Sound"

Baekri Sword Technique First Form: "Early Morning Slaughter"

Baekri Divine Sword Style Second Form: "Caged Hawk Yearning for Clouds"

This time, I use "Not Showing Flight, Not Hearing Sound" not to attack but to evade, then counter with "Early Morning Slaughter," and finally defend against the spear that curves in for a surprise attack with "Caged Hawk Yearning for Clouds."

Baekri Divine Sword Style Third Form: "Swift as a Hawk Before the Eyes"

After that, I deflect a strike aimed at my neck with "Swift as a Hawk Before the Eyes," then block and dodge the continuous barrage of attacks while retreating.

This is the Jin Clan's Demon-Vanquishing Divine Spear Style.

A spear technique said to have been created in ancient times by mimicking the movements of gods who vanquished evil, translated into human technique.

If I hadn't been in a proper stance rather than mid-strike with Sky-Piercing Hawk Flight, and if Jin Seo-yeon weren't still somewhat inexperienced, I might not have been able to block it.

Judging by her inability to use the Demon-Vanquishing Divine Spear Style consecutively, Jin Seo-yeon hadn't yet completely mastered it.

Still, achieving this level was proof of her exceptional talent.

This can't continue.

This balance is an illusion that will shatter the moment Jin Seo-yeon attacks with spiritual energy.

I'm only seemingly holding my own against Jin Seo-yeon thanks to memories from previous cycles, system adjustments, and technical skills. The moment she decides to end this and strikes in earnest, I'm destined to lose.

Though Jin Seo-yeon is supposedly a subtle psychopath, she's only using killing techniques so casually because she thinks I can block them. If she overestimates me further, the result will be one of two things:

Either I'll uncertainly move on to the next cycle, or I'll certainly die forever.

Even if I think I'm being too self-deprecating, if I couldn't objectively assess myself like this, I would have died long ago in previous cycles.

In fact, those who died in previous cycles were people full of nothing but spirit.

But that doesn't mean I have to keep taking this abuse.

There's no reason I should keep getting pushed around by that psychopath.

Even though this situation was created by my mistake, I really wanted to land one good hit on that girl who backstabbed me and poured acid in the name of satisfaction in the previous cycle.

Just as I'd promised before our first exchange that she wouldn't forget today, I intended to give Jin Seo-yeon a day to remember.

Not with an exorcist's methods, but with modern ones, just like in the previous skill assessment test.

As if she'd expected me to block her Demon-Vanquishing Divine Spear Style, Jin Seo-yeon continued her attacks.

Jin Wolf Fang Spear Technique Second Form: "Wolf Fang Penetrating Bone"

Demon-Vanquishing Divine Spear Style First Form: "Hundred Demon Evil Destruction"

The wolf that hunts the hawk—Jin Seo-yeon's merciless barrage of attacks.

My All-Seeing Eye read Jin Seo-yeon's movements, showing that her next technique would be "Hundred Demon Evil Destruction" from the Demon-Vanquishing Divine Spear Style.

The Jin Wolf Fang Spear Technique and the Demon-Vanquishing Divine Spear Style have different roots.

Therefore, the transition between techniques isn't smooth, creating a slight opening.

Of course, for someone of Jin Seo-yeon's skill, even though she couldn't use the Demon-Vanquishing Divine Spear Style consecutively, that opening would be meaningless—except that her opponent was me, Baek Ye-a, with the Baek Clan's unique dynamic vision and the All-Seeing Eye.

A brief opening that only I, possessing both abilities, could exploit.

To end this quickly at the opportune moment when that opening appeared, I infused spiritual energy to the point of straining my body and thrust forward with all my might.

Just to land one hit on Jin Seo-yeon.

Baekri Divine Sword Style Eighth Form: "Hawk's Journey of Ten Thousand Miles"

A momentary leap and thrust.

And the moment I felt the tip of my sword touch Jin Seo-yeon's body.

Demon—

With a thud and crash, Baek Ye-a's body rolled across the floor.

"...Huh?"

Then I spotted my broken wooden sword in the distance.

Baek Ye-a thought:

I knew she was using some technique, but it was too fast to read.

I definitely made contact. I should have won.

But I was the one who fell, and Jin Seo-yeon was the one standing there watching me.

Despite organizing my thoughts with my characteristically quick thinking, I couldn't understand the result. Baek Ye-a tried to force himself up.

"Ugh..."

My arms kept collapsing whenever I tried to get up.

"Hnngh, ugh."

Falling sideways again, I felt my consciousness gradually fading.

Did I get hit? Did I lose?

In Baek Ye-a's fading consciousness, Jin Seo-yeon's voice could be heard from a distance.

"You, how did you know?"

And as she approached with a sound that was neither admiration nor contempt, but something unidentifiable.

The spiritual energy pulsing roughly through Jin Seo-yeon's body, especially her arms and legs.

Seeing that, Baek Ye-a finally understood.

She accelerated her body with spiritual energy. Damn her, she should have just taken the hit and fallen. To think she could already control spiritual energy like that.

Moreover, the movement she just displayed was truly at the level of the Path's "Swift Movement."

But even Jin Seo-yeon, the clear victor, didn't look particularly comfortable.

The tip of Baek Ye-a's sword that touched Jin Seo-yeon's body had definitely given her a shock.

Feeling the throbbing pain, Jin Seo-yeon frowned and clutched the part where the sword had made contact.

Seeing this and understanding Jin Seo-yeon's situation, a smile spread across Baek Ye-a's face.

I landed a hit.

I landed a hit on an opponent I should have had no business defeating.

I made Jin Seo-yeon feel bad.

I can control Jin Seo-yeon's emotions!

Everyone has something they can keep recalling with a smile, and for Baek Ye-a, today's event would be exactly that.

Looking at Jin Seo-yeon, who was quietly staring at his smiling self, Baek Ye-a couldn't resist the desire to make Jin Seo-yeon feel even worse and muttered in his increasingly hazy consciousness:

"You... bitch..."

And Baek Ye-a passed out with a satisfied smile.

Jin Seo-yeon, who had been waiting for a response to her mumbling, asked Baek Ye-a:

"...What did you say?"

Getting no answer, she approached and saw that Baek Ye-a was still smiling with his eyes closed.

He must have passed out. Jin Seo-yeon muttered as she pressed the tip of her paper spear against him.

His sword skills honed to the extreme, his genius talent, his quick wit in applying techniques, and his combative spirit that made him smile even as he collapsed—all showed his love for battle.

Although he showed a disappointing side at the end, that kind of mistake could happen to anyone desperate to win.

Looking just at this aspect, he could be considered a good match, but...

"He's definitely a genius, but something's off. What is it?"

Jin Seo-yeon felt something strange while facing Baek Ye-a.

His technique and talent were undoubtedly flawless. Judging by technique and talent alone, he would be among the top students at the academy.

If Baek Ye-a weren't a successor candidate of the Baek Clan, the Huye Clan would have been drooling over him.

What Jin Seo-yeon found strange was the end of the fight.

In the final moment, Baek Ye-a's attack that exploited the gap in her spear technique transition was too unusual to dismiss as merely the work of an exceptionally talented exorcist.

He had exploited a weakness in the transition between the Jin Wolf Fang Spear Technique and the Demon-Vanquishing Divine Spear Style—a weakness known only to the Jin Clan and not revealed to anyone else.

The identification of this weakness between the Jin Wolf Fang Spear Technique and the Demon-Vanquishing Divine Spear Style had occurred only a generation ago. Usually, masters of the spear would either use only the Demon-Vanquishing Divine Spear Style or make the transition gap meaningless through extreme practice, so it had never been revealed in countless battles.

Therefore, no one should have known about it, but Baek Ye-a had thrust his wooden sword forward as if he had always known about the gap, the moment he perceived an opportunity.

As Jin Seo-yeon's gaze grew colder while looking down at Baek Ye-a and thinking deeply, the training hall door opened and Lee Hui-hyeon walked in.

Seeing Lee Hui-hyeon enter, Jin Seo-yeon removed the paper spear she had been pressing against Baek Ye-a and said:

"Perfect timing. You're Baek Ye-a's squad member, right? Take your Team Leader."

After removing the spell on the paper spear and storing it in a leather pouch, Jin Seo-yeon was about to leave the training hall when Lee Hui-hyeon asked:

"Did you two spar?"

"Yes, and I won."

Hearing Jin Seo-yeon's answer, Lee Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"Even so, I don't think it's good manners to poke someone who's unconscious with a paper spear."

Jin Seo-yeon stopped at Lee Hui-hyeon's words, turned around, and said:

"It was an unconscious action. If it offended you, I apologize."

"You should apologize not to me but to Ye-a. He's the one who suffered."

"Fine, I'll be sure to do that if I see him tomorrow."

As Jin Seo-yeon left through the open door of the training hall after brushing off Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Lee Hui-hyeon glared at her retreating figure for a while before rushing to Baek Ye-a.

From a high cliff overlooking the landscape of the previous Human World, an extremely beautiful woman dressed in black traditional clothes was kneeling before me.

The outfit looked so similar to the white ceremonial clothes worn by Baek Clan members at gatherings—just in black instead of white—that I briefly wondered if this woman might be Baek Ye-a's ancestor. But seeing her black hair and eyes, I realized that couldn't be the case.

The Baek Clan has silver hair and blue eyes.

The kneeling woman suddenly began crying and said:

"If that happens, you will no longer exist as yourself. There's no guarantee you can succeed. Please stop. Please, I beg you, stop."

After pleading tearfully with her head bowed, she raised her head with a resolute expression and said:

"So you're leaving after all. Then I will also prepare so that you won't have to fight alone. I will accept my destiny that I've been denying until now."

I wanted to ask what she meant, but my body wouldn't move.

And just before waking up, I realized that the woman looked very much like Lee Hui-hyeon.

...I think I had some kind of dream.

The first smell I noticed upon opening my eyes was that of boiling medicinal herbs.

Where am I? This doesn't seem like the infirmary.

Looking at the blanket covering me and the unfamiliar ceiling, I realized this wasn't the time to be spacing out and hurriedly tried to sit up.

"Argh! Ugh!"

My entire body hurt so much it was impossible to tell how many hits I'd taken, and I almost screamed. Then I heard someone rushing over.

"Ye-a, you're awake? Are you okay?"

"Huh? Hui-hyeon? Why are you here?"

As I asked the question, I noticed something strange.

Lee Hui-hyeon wasn't wearing the school uniform worn at the academy, but casual clothes.

Which means...

"This is my room in the academy dormitory."

The words that came from Lee Hui-hyeon's mouth were exactly what I had expected.
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I smelled the bubbling sound and the scent of medicine wafting from somewhere as I thought to myself.

So this is Lee Hui-hyeon's room in the academy dormitory.

Right, I definitely passed out after essentially defeating Jin Seo-yeon.

But why am I in Hui-hyeon's room?

"Hey, Hui-hyeon."

"Yeah?"

I calmly asked Hui-hyeon.

"Why am I here?"

Hui-hyeon seemed puzzled by my question.

"You don't remember anything?"

As I tried to force myself up again to ask what he meant, pain surged through my entire body.

"Aaagh...!"

And there I was, making an embarrassing noise in front of Hui-hyeon before collapsing back onto the bed.

"Ugh... hehehe... it hurts."

Just how badly did that antisocial personality disorder girl beat me up?

As I made some indistinguishable sound between a groan and laughter before lying back down, Hui-hyeon said to me:

"That's why I asked why you matched with Jin Seo-yeon in the first place. Especially when you're not in good shape."

"What? Did Jin Seo-yeon tell you? That I was at the training hall and to come get me?"

Hui-hyeon shook his head at my question.

"No, I just went back to the training hall to check if I'd missed anything, and there you two were. You were passed out on the floor."

Ah, I see. But did he really need to mention that last part? Tactless bastard.

"So did you see us fighting?"

When I asked hopefully, Hui-hyeon replied:

"No, it was already over when I got there. Jin Seo-yeon didn't have a scratch on her, but you..."

"Hui-hyeon, you really love adding unnecessary details, don't you?"

When I said this with a smile, Hui-hyeon flinched slightly and changed the subject.

"But how did you end up matching with her? Especially when you're not in the best condition."

After thinking for a moment about how to answer, I replied vaguely:

"It just happened... It's a personal matter, so don't tell Yu-na and the others."

As I brushed it off, Hui-hyeon nodded in understanding.

"Alright. At least it's not from overwork this time. But next time you match with someone, consider your physical condition first. The first field training isn't far off."

I thought it was fortunate that the person who picked me up from the training hall was Hui-hyeon, who's as incompetent as trash with no eye for technique and as careless as Han Su-a.

If it had been Jeong Yu-na or Yeon Ho-jin, they might have kept questioning me.

That aside, my question about why I was in Hui-hyeon's room remained unanswered, so I asked him again.

"But Hui-hyeon, like I asked before, why am I in your room?"

Hui-hyeon put his hand under his chin and replied:

"You really don't remember. You kept saying you didn't want to go to the infirmary. You kept mumbling, 'Eun-mi... not Eun-mi...'"

"I mumbled that? Me?"

So that's what I said.

I must have unconsciously mumbled that because of what Si Eun-mi said to me when I collapsed from "overwork" last time, and her strict demeanor I saw in the previous cycle.

Even though this time it happened during a match, so there was no need for that.

Regardless of my thoughts, Hui-hyeon continued:

"Yeah, you kept tapping my back in front of the infirmary, saying we should go somewhere else. 'Eun-mi... Eun-mi...'"

"Stop it. How long are you going to imitate me?"

When I spoke with a slightly annoyed tone, Hui-hyeon, who had been recreating my appearance at the time with his eyes slightly open, probably without malice, returned to his characteristic expressionless face and said:

"Sorry."

After a brief silence, Hui-hyeon spoke again.

"Anyway, I was going to take you to the hospital, but I thought it wouldn't be good for outsiders to see you being carried on my back, so I brought you to the dormitory first."

Looking only at the visible aspects, Hui-hyeon's explanation made sense.

Regardless of what I thought of Hui-hyeon, a pretty girl wearing a cape emblazoned with the Baek Clan's emblem being carried on a handsome boy's back would certainly be gossip-worthy in the area.

In modern times it might not matter, but this world was far from an individualistic society where people mind their own business, so Hui-hyeon's judgment was right... or was it?

Wouldn't bringing a patient to the dormitory instead of the hospital cause an even bigger issue if it became known?

I don't know. In pain, I turned my gaze back toward the ceiling and thought.

Maybe he didn't think that far ahead.

"Yeah, Hui-hyeon. Seriously, thank you. It must have been tough carrying me."

Receiving my sincere thanks, Hui-hyeon smiled and said:

"Not at all, you were lighter than I expected."

"Than you expected?"

Even though my current body is female, as an Exorcist, I should have been heavier than I looked due to muscle mass.

For some reason, Hui-hyeon changed his words with a slightly flustered tone.

"Just light."

"Just light? Why are you changing your words?"

When I asked out of genuine curiosity, Hui-hyeon suddenly apologized.

"I'm sorry."

"Sorry? What are you sorry for?"

As I waited for Hui-hyeon's answer, suddenly a burning smell wafted from somewhere.

"I smell something burning."

"Ah, right, the medicine. I forgot."

Unless my All-Seeing Eye was malfunctioning, Hui-hyeon ran back to where he came from with what seemed like a relieved expression.

"What the..."

He's making that expression after burning medicine? This guy is really strange.

While Hui-hyeon was away, I tried moving my body while lying down.

My arms were fine, but my body was in too much pain.

"Aaah! Jin Seo-yeon, you fucking psychopath..."

Nothing seems to be broken. If something was, Jin Seo-yeon would have noticed it first.

Since I could move, it was likely just bruising, but I was afraid to check my status window for a more detailed assessment. Sometimes knowing a precise diagnosis feels heavier than a vague bodily awareness.

As I turned slightly to the side while lying down, Hui-hyeon's room came into full view.

It looks better than the studio apartment I lived in back in reality, and even seems spacious. I wouldn't mind living here myself.

As the setting described, Yegak Academy's abundant funds were generously used in construction, making me think this was better than most ordinary homes.

Yeah, it's all good, but...

"Is this really a room where someone lives?"

Even when I lived in my studio apartment in reality, I always kept it neat, but there was still a sense of someone living there. Hui-hyeon's room was so excessively tidy that I doubted whether anyone actually lived here.

It didn't seem like he came from a nomadic clan at all.

Come to think of it, this is exactly what the background image for the personal activity system in the game looked like...

But it's not like he has OCD or anything.

"What kind of person is he really?"

Just as I was thinking I should check his identity documents now, Hui-hyeon came to the bed with a tray holding a medicine bowl.

"What's that?"

"Our clan's traditional medicine."

<>

Secret Elixir of the Old Clan

Rarity: Rare

A medicine containing the secret formula of an ancient clan!
It's very bitter, but nothing beats it for healing the body.

<>

Secret Elixir of the Old Clan, huh.

It was an item with the same modifier as the Holy Sword of the Old Clan, which Hui-hyeon's weapon, the Old Sword, would become when awakened.

I understand that "Old Clan" refers to Hui-hyeon's clan. Even in the game, though it wasn't confirmed, it was implied to be Hui-hyeon's clan.

What concerned me was the item's rarity.

If it's rare grade, that's a tier above high-grade items.

Even if it's a traditional medicine, could Hui-hyeon really make something like this?

Above all, was there such an item in the game?

"You can make things like this too?"

"Yeah, can you sit up to drink it?"

I thought he would give me more details about the elixir, but Hui-hyeon only asked if I could get up to drink it.

Either he's unaware of how impressive his creation is, or he took it as a simple question.

I tried to sit up to take the medicine but felt pain and said to Hui-hyeon:

"It hurts too much. Can you help me up?"

When I extended one arm, Hui-hyeon readily took my hand and pulled.

"Ow ow ow ow! Gently!"

As I shouted in pain while sitting up, it still throbbed.

Jin Seo-yeon, you fucking bitch.

"This is very bitter, so be careful when you drink it. If you can't handle bitter things, you can suck on candy first before drinking."

After giving me this brief warning, Hui-hyeon handed me the medicine. I smiled and said:

"Ha, I'm fine. I'm not a child."

How bitter could it be? Despite appearances, if you add up my age from reality and the previous cycle...

"Blurgh."

With an indescribable sound, the elixir dribbled down my chin.

Unable to think of anything else, I uttered the one word filling my mind.

"Bitter."

"I can see that."

Hui-hyeon said, handing me candy.

"Yu-na was right. Ye-a really is a child..."

As I pressed a towel Hui-hyeon brought against the bedding wet with elixir, Hui-hyeon remarked.

"Shut up. I didn't know it would be that bitter."

"Eating four candies because medicine is bitter..."

"Are you really going to get mad?"

Actually, Hui-hyeon should be the one getting angry since I dirtied his bedding despite his kindness, but I decided to put on a shameless face.

Whatever the contents, on the outside I'm a pretty girl, so I'll use my face's plausibility to gloss over the situation.

Ye-a.
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After pressing the blanket with a towel to remove as much moisture from the elixir as possible, the bitter taste still lingered in my mouth, tormenting me.

I should have taken the system's warning about bitterness more seriously instead of letting it dribble down my chin.

And to make matters worse, I'd done it right in front of Lee Hui-hyeon, the early-game underdog I was supposed to help from now on.

I truly felt like I could die from embarrassment.

"Give me the towel when you're done."

Hui-hyeon held out his hand, apparently thinking I'd finished wiping.

"Just a moment."

The problem didn't end there.

I had no idea what they put in that elixir—I'd eaten four candies already, but the bitterness in my mouth wasn't fading. If anything, it seemed to be getting stronger.

After hesitating briefly, I handed the towel I'd used to dry the blanket to Hui-hyeon and said:

"Um, Hui-hyeon."

"Yeah?"

I carefully asked him:

"Could I possibly have one more candy?"

"...Sure."

Hui-hyeon handed me another candy with a subtle expression, without asking or questioning anything.

Would it have been less embarrassing if he'd said something?

"Thanks, Hui-hyeon."

After thanking him, I chewed on the candy while thinking.

*Stupid body. Why is it so sensitive to bitter tastes?*

The reason I couldn't handle bitterness wasn't because I had childish taste buds. In previous cycles, I ate everything without being picky, so there's no way I couldn't handle something just because it was bitter. Of course not.

Now that the bitter taste wasn't overwhelming my mouth anymore, I realized—this candy is actually delicious.

As I'd always noticed in previous cycles, in a world where people often risk their lives fighting, technologies related to sweeteners and sugary foods were just as developed as in reality. They were effective at comforting the mind and providing high calories in small portions.

It wasn't for nothing that the demand for sweeteners skyrocketed during wartime in the real world. They provided comfort and strength.

I thought it would be good to bring three bags of candy when we went on our first field training. They would boost the children's morale, and since they were easy to store and consume, they'd make good supplies. The sweet bean jelly called danmuk in this world would also be good to bring.

I just wished Hui-hyeon would stop staring at me while I was thinking about this.

*Please don't say anything.*

"Is it tasty?"

*Shameless, utterly shameless.*

"I didn't ask for it because of the taste. Four is an unlucky number, so I wanted a fifth one to make it complete."

I answered with my practiced expression management technique, trying to appear as cold and aloof as possible.

And then I regretted it.

*I should have just said it was delicious. This makes me look too shameless, regardless of facial plausibility.*

I was prepared to apologize immediately if Hui-hyeon showed any sign of displeasure, but he nodded in agreement.

"I see. You're right—the number 4 can be read as 'sa,' meaning 'crooked' or 'death,' so it's very unlucky. That makes sense."

"Right?"

"Yeah."

Since the world of "Killing the Unkillable" was one where supernatural phenomena threatened humans, it seemed Hui-hyeon believed in superstitions.

My All-Seeing Eye suggested his expression was saying otherwise, but considering how it had misread his reaction to my medicine spill earlier as relief, my ability probably wasn't working well due to my poor condition.

...Right?

"Anyway, how are you feeling now? Did the medicine help?"

In response to Hui-hyeon's question, I rotated my arm and said:

"Yeah, the pain has definitely decreased a lot. It's amazing."

True to its rare-grade classification, the elixir had noticeably reduced the pain throughout my body even though not much time had passed since I'd taken it.

Did the elixir also have pain-relieving properties?

The oppressive headache hadn't gone away, but just having the body pain reduced made me feel like my quality of life had improved significantly.

A certain proverb came to mind:

Medicine that tastes bitter is good for the body.

Hearing my response, Hui-hyeon said with relief:

"I'm glad the medicine is working well for you. By the way, are your cloak and uniform okay? Won't they stain?"

At Hui-hyeon's words, I looked down at my clothes.

I had reflexively lowered my head earlier, which caused the medicine to spill onto my uniform.

Mostly on my chest.

Thanks to that, once the bitter taste subsided, I was newly reminded of my changed body that I'd been trying not to think about.

"It's fine, I'll wash it when I get home. I have spares anyway."

I tugged at the soiled part of my uniform while speaking to Hui-hyeon. It wasn't like I was concerned about it anyway.

The emblem on my cloak embroidered with real gold thread wasn't dirty, and the white neckerchief part of my uniform was only slightly stained—not enough to look unsightly.

I could wash it all out when I got home.

"That's good then."

With my pain reduced, I could go home now, but there was something I wanted to ask first.

"By the way, Hui-hyeon, can I ask you something?"

In response to my question, Hui-hyeon pointed to his neatly organized desk and said:

"The candy bag is on the desk. Take as many as you want."

Annoyed that he assumed I was asking for more candy due to the earlier incident, I lightly hit Hui-hyeon and said:

"That's not it. What do you take me for? Hui-hyeon, you said the medicine you made was your clan's traditional remedy, right?"

"Yeah, why?"

"To be honest, the medicine you made is something I'd expect from the Si Clan, where Nurse Si Eun-mi and Academy Director Si Jeong-hyeok belong. Did you know that?"

I could have also mentioned Grandfather Jin Baek-ha, who makes and sells stat-boosting potions in back-alley pharmacies, but since the Si Clan was more publicly known for their medical technology, I deliberately didn't mention him.

Hui-hyeon responded with surprise:

"I didn't know it was that impressive. It's just something our clan members used to take regularly for health maintenance or when they were sick, back when they were all still alive."

"Health maintenance?"

"Yes. Just like people eat samgyetang on special days for health, our clan had a tradition of taking the medicine you just had. That's when I learned to make it. What you took was a pill that had been solidified in advance and then boiled."

"A pill?"

"Yeah, I gathered the ingredients and made pills in advance to give to the kids before our first field training."

He prepared it in advance to give to the children. Even though he must have been tired and busy earning money at night.

I thought that even if Hui-hyeon lacked skill, he was much better than the heroines from previous cycles who had plenty of skill but lacked character.

Right, I can help him build his skills by carrying him.

Hui-hyeon probably doesn't realize that meeting me is the greatest fortune of his life.

*Just like a visual novel protagonist, opportunities come to him just by breathing. I always have to go looking for them. Lucky bastard.*

"I see. You're truly worthy of being the deputy leader. That's impressive."

"It's nothing special. If I can do it, I should."

I hadn't expected there to be another group besides the Si Clan with a tradition of boiling elixirs for health maintenance.

Actually, my own Baek Clan had such a tradition too.

Perhaps they created a connection between the Baek Clan, which housed a heroine, and the protagonist's clan?

It made sense that I wouldn't know much about Hui-hyeon's background, as the developers hadn't elaborated on his settings.

They should have explained more of this in the game.

"So you don't know anything more detailed than that?"

"No, I just learned what I was taught and took what I was given. Only people with sensitive fingertips like me could learn the manufacturing method within our clan, so I thought it might be special, but I didn't realize it was at that level."

Indeed, Hui-hyeon's fingertip sensitivity was exceptionally refined.

He could even tell exactly how many pages remained just by touch.

I was going to ask about the ingredients, but if sensitive fingertips were a prerequisite, it probably wasn't something I could make. It would be different if I could measure with tools.

Since that was all he knew, there was nothing more to ask, so I got up from the bed.

"Shall we head home now?"

"Yeah, why? Want me to walk you home?"

"Yes."

Though I'd meant it as a joke, Hui-hyeon readily agreed.

"Really? Why?"

"How could I let a sick person go home alone? Besides, even if you seem fine now because of the medicine's effect, you might get sick again if you're suddenly exposed to the outside air or after some time passes. You could even collapse in severe cases."

"...Really?"

"Though it rarely gets that bad. So if you're really fine, you can go back alone."

Under normal circumstances, I would have gone back alone, but right now I had a reason not to.

No matter how safe the area around Yegak Academy was, if I collapsed on the street, it could be dangerous given the assassination threats I was facing.

Someone could pretend to kindly take me to a hospital but secretly finish me off.

If that happened, I'd go down in history as the Baek Clan's successor candidate who died for the stupidest reason.

*—Baek Ye-a, fell asleep like a baby on the street.*

The thought alone was horrifying.

Even if I didn't collapse, if the pain returned and the Baek Clan's successor candidate was seen crawling on the street, it wouldn't be a pretty sight. So I said to Hui-hyeon:

"No, walk me home. Hui-hyeon, you're really the best."

"It's nothing."

*The best.*

Hui-hyeon picked up his bag and the Ayong Sword from the classroom and headed out of the room. Outside, it had already grown dark.

How long had I been asleep?

"Hui-hyeon."

"Yeah?"

"How long was I asleep?"

"About three hours."

"Really? Thanks for letting me know."

I hadn't slept that long after all. That was somewhat fortunate, as it meant I hadn't inconvenienced Hui-hyeon too much.

After briefly looking up at the Divine Sandalwood Tree emitting a faint light, I headed downstairs thinking:

*I really need to take care of my body until the first field training.*

*I'm seriously going to avoid any physical exertion from now on.*
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Were there always this many people wandering around the dormitory area at night?

After leaving the dormitory and walking for a while, I noticed that even as darkness fell, the area around Yegak Academy seemed to be just coming alive, with various people coming and going, enjoying the night.

The scene reminded me of the bustling nightlife districts I used to visit in my previous life, which made me unconsciously stop and mutter to myself.

"This scenery brings back memories."

"Was there a busy district like this near your family home?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, I shook my head and replied.

"No, I was just remembering my first day here."

After brushing it off, I continued walking.

He's got sharp ears, that one.

Occasionally, elderly-looking people and others would bow their heads to greet Lee Hui-hyeon and me. Since exorcists commonly received such greetings from ordinary people in this world, we politely acknowledged them as we walked.

But why is this guy being so awkwardly quiet? He should be chattering about something.

Finding the silence uncomfortable, I spoke to Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Hui-hyeon, how have you been lately?"

Since we'd been together for a while already, my question might have seemed random. Lee Hui-hyeon looked at me with a slightly puzzled expression.

"What do you mean, how have I been?"

"Just wondering if the stipend you received is enough to live on."

"Oh, that? It's sufficient. Thanks."

And then silence fell again.

What's going on? Was he always this quiet?

"...Nothing else to say?"

Hearing my words, Lee Hui-hyeon put his hand under his chin and said:

"Thank you very much, Ye-a nim?"

"Pfft!"

His sudden quip made me burst out laughing despite myself.

Just like earlier at the dormitory, Lee Hui-hyeon had a quirky side to him.

I always knew he was a strange guy, but still.

"I didn't bring it up to get thanked. I just meant you could talk about anything."

After hearing me, Lee Hui-hyeon thought for a moment and said:

"Anything, huh. Ye-a, what did you mean earlier when you made that 'brrrk' sound while spitting out the medicine..."

"Not that."

When I responded coldly with a serious face, Lee Hui-hyeon stopped talking. How dare he.

"Then why did you eat five candies..."

"Just be quiet."

I shut up Lee Hui-hyeon who was just spouting nonsense when I was trying to have a proper conversation.

Indeed, Lee Hui-hyeon is the male version of Jeong Yu-na. And Jeong Yu-na is the female version of Lee Hui-hyeon. I don't understand why they're both like this.

Well, at times like this, I, as the team leader, have no choice but to do better.

Just as I did as a squad leader in my previous life, now that I wear the hat of a team leader, I have to bear its weight.

This guy's like the worst kind of junior.

We walked in silence until we reached my house. When we arrived, Lee Hui-hyeon said to me:

"Your house is really big."

I smiled at his honest observation and replied:

"Yeah, it is. Though I don't use much of the space. Sometimes I think it's too spacious."

"Do you live alone?"

I nodded at his question and said:

"Yes, I can handle most things myself, so I don't feel the need to hire anyone."

The truth was that I lived alone because of my weak support base and the machinations of my family, but there was no need to tell Lee Hui-hyeon about that.

As someone who had transmigrated, having many things to hide, living alone was a significant advantage as I mentioned before, so I didn't really mind.

"I see. Well, I should get going now. You go in and rest too."

"Wait a moment, Hui-hyeon."

I called out to him as he was about to leave.

"Yes?"

"Thanks for walking me back. Get home safely too."

"Sure, Ye-a, you're really welcome."

This guy.

"No, I'm the one who should thank you for the medicine. Goodbye then."

After somehow returning Lee Hui-hyeon's "thanks," I turned around to enter my house.

And the moment I put my hand on the doorknob—

<>

Before Baek Ye-a could collapse to the ground like a puppet with cut strings after being struck on the nape, Lee Hui-hyeon carefully supported him.

"I'm sorry, Ye-a."

Then Lee Hui-hyeon naturally lifted Baek Ye-a onto his back, and to break through the barrier, he used Baek Ye-a's right hand to grab the doorknob and entered the yard.

This was something he had planned since noticing Baek Ye-a's unnatural behavior during their joint training at the practice hall.

He just hadn't expected the opportunity to come so quickly.

That afternoon, after returning the supplies, Lee Hui-hyeon had looked around the academy just in case and was relieved to find nothing unusual.

It meant that even a powerful spirit would find it difficult to operate with consciousness so close to the Divine Sandalwood Tree at Yegak Academy.

If so, the place where something unusual had happened was probably Baek Ye-a's house.

Not yet close enough to be invited to Baek Ye-a's home, Lee Hui-hyeon didn't miss the opportunity that had presented itself.

The claim that the medicine he gave to Baek Ye-a had side effects was also a lie.

There was no way such a flaw could exist in medicine made by Lee Hui-hyeon's clan.

His clan would never allow the Enlightened One to collapse at a crucial moment in the "future."

The lie about the medicine having side effects was merely an excuse in case Baek Ye-a lost consciousness unnaturally, regardless of whether he accepted Lee Hui-hyeon's offer.

Baek Ye-a probably didn't realize that Lee Hui-hyeon had created a situation where it wouldn't seem strange even if something happened at home.

"Just as I expected."

Carrying Baek Ye-a on his back and entering the yard, Lee Hui-hyeon noticed subtle imbalances creaking throughout the place.

Traces of dark arts inscribed inside the barrier—something that even exorcists specializing in barrier techniques wouldn't be able to detect unless they were the Enlightened One.

This was why Lee Hui-hyeon wanted to see from inside the barrier, even if it meant knocking Baek Ye-a unconscious.

While barriers block threats from outside, they make threats from inside undetectable from the outside.

A massive incident had occurred in the past due to failure to properly understand this blind spot.

Reflecting on past mistakes, Lee Hui-hyeon carried Baek Ye-a into the house.

It was somewhat fortunate that at this point, when the Divine Sandalwood Tree was still functioning, only perception-distorting dark arts—the most lethal at the current time—had been cast, as higher-level techniques were impossible.

If Lee Hui-hyeon had judged Baek Ye-a as someone who easily made such mistakes—which wouldn't have happened—Baek Ye-a would have revealed his important secrets through words and actions over time without even realizing it.

Many critical secrets.

In that case, Baek Ye-a would have inevitably perished by human hands, not by monsters.

"...It was Cheongdam after all."

Having confirmed his initial suspicion from the training hall, Lee Hui-hyeon laid Baek Ye-a on the bed, covered him with a blanket, and looked around the house.

Now that he knew the culprit, it was time to confirm the method.

Who could have tampered with Baek Ye-a's house, given the extremely limited number of people who could enter, as he lived alone and had few friends?

With some suspicions already in mind, Lee Hui-hyeon noticed traces of Alarm Talismans attached throughout the house as he looked around.

After running his hand over the attached areas and checking the Alarm Talismans on the desk, he went outside to examine the structures used to build the barrier and found signs of tampering.

Traces suggesting someone had worked inside the barrier for a long time.

Would Baek Ye-a, who would surely have detected assassination threats, allow someone to tamper with the structures maintaining the barrier? Not unless he was a fool.

The possibility of infiltration from outside was also inconceivable.

Baek Ye-a wouldn't have missed it, and the barrier wasn't low-grade enough to allow external infiltration at this point.

This led to the unnatural conclusion that "someone received permission to use dark arts to contaminate the inside of the barrier."

"I think I understand now."

Lee Hui-hyeon reached his conclusion after assessing the situation.

Baek Ye-a had somehow detected the assassination threat against him and initially put up Alarm Talismans as a precaution. Later, for more secure protection, he probably called in a "person" from a security company, and that person tampered with the inside of the barrier.

Not knowing much about barriers, Baek Ye-a wouldn't have understood what the person was doing.

As a result, he failed to properly detect the threat and fell victim to it.

Around Yegak Academy, this level of dark arts would have easily distorted the perception of high-ranking people from various companies.

Especially if those high-ranking people were ordinary individuals, not exorcists.

They must have used this method because Baek Ye-a was no ordinary exorcist and kept his secrets deeply hidden.

"Ye-a wouldn't have called someone from an unknown company, so I should check the well-known ones."

As for who provided Baek Ye-a with the information, Lee Hui-hyeon had a suspicion.

Probably Jeon In-hwa.

It was good that his goal of giving Baek Ye-a more time in the early stages while suppressing Jeon In-hwa's tendencies had been achieved by encouraging her to use the doctrine corruption case.

But he should have predicted that the opponent, not being a fool, was preparing their next move.

The possibility that they hadn't destroyed all the information but mixed fake information and passed it to Jeon In-hwa.

The possibility that information about the assassination attempt on Baek Ye-a that they had committed was included in the filtered information.

"Enlightenment shall destroy evil. Evil cannot remain and scatters, suddenly becoming nothingness."

After quietly reciting a passage from the scripture, Lee Hui-hyeon used the dark red energy emanating from his fingertips to release the magical formula placed on the structure and muttered:

"This weekend is going to be busier than I thought."
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In a dark cave, an old man with a skeletal appearance sat cross-legged with his eyes closed, muttering something. Suddenly, his body swayed, he stopped muttering, and with his cataract-like gray eyes wide open, he vomited blood.

"Kuheuup! Cough! Cough!"

Simultaneously, filthy symbols scattered throughout the place shattered, and the souls of sacrificial victims who had been captured at the ritual site screamed and scattered in all directions.

As one of the scattered souls brushed past the old man, his upper body, which had been holding up until then, leaned forward. He felt the horrific sensation of all the spiritual lines connecting him to the ritual site being severed, and he continued to vomit blood.

The destruction of the ritual site and the strike reaching the main body happened simultaneously.

The presence of "someone" who couldn't possibly be in the cave lingered briefly.

The old man knew the identity of this power through someone from long ago.

"So you've finally noticed, Destroyer."

The old man smiled.

"Even so, this merciless killing without warning—you're always ruthless, aren't you?"

A woman who had hurriedly rushed over, sensing the souls scattering in all directions, watched the old man cackling and messily smearing blood on his face with both hands. She spoke as if finding his appearance pathetic.

"Cheongdam, have you developed dementia from using an old human body for too long? I'll give you some wallpaper—why don't you try rubbing it thoroughly? It wouldn't be bad to see such a sight once in your long thousand-year life."

When the woman, Shimae, spoke mockingly to Cheongdam with a cynical expression, Cheongdam gave her a strange smile and replied.

"Yes, yes. That certainly wouldn't be bad. Who would refuse when a pretty young lady offers to take care of an old man with dementia? Go ahead and try."

At Cheongdam's sleazy words, Shimae responded with disgust.

"Cut it out. In terms of age, we're the same, aren't we? I don't understand why you insist on using an old body in everyday life when you have several fresh bodies offered by sinners that you only use occasionally for work."

Looking at the completely ruined interior of the ritual site, Shimae frowned.

"What a grand mess." Clicking her tongue softly, Shimae crushed the now useless symbols under her foot, sat down, and said:

"Anyway, the great Cheongdam looks ridiculous now. Not only did you fail to touch the Won-gak Cult bastards, but your plan to make the Baek Clan's young hawk self-destruct has failed, and as a result, the ritual site created with the sacrifice of one hundred people has been destroyed by that detestable Destroyer."

Cheongdam narrowed his eyes as he looked at Shimae and said:

"The Baek Clan's young hawk, you say. That's a statement that takes the enemy lightly. Didn't I explain last time? That young hawk is, in a sense, as dangerous as the Destroyer."

"I heard you, but how many people have been born with that woman and then killed by me? If you asked me, I would rush over and cut off her head in one go, just as I've always done."

As Shimae made a gesture of cutting a neck with the edge of her hand, Cheongdam warned her:

"That monster is different somehow. Don't take her lightly. And don't provoke her unnecessarily. Losing you now is not part of the plan. Remember that you'll move when the Divine Sandalwood Tree is weaker than it is now."

"Yes, I'll heed Cheongdam's words."

After assuming a posture of receiving orders with both palms facing upward, Shimae asked:

"By the way, can you handle this? After the last incident and now this one, there will be many who want to tear you apart. Cheongdam, how do you plan to deal with this situation?"

Cheongdam snorted and said:

"Is that all you can see? No matter how much time passes, your insight is no different from that of a child."

Though it could be taken as an insult, Shimae seemed to have been waiting for Cheongdam's words and asked:

"Yes, that's Cheongdam for you. I was worried this might be the end, but go ahead and tell me. Is this just another passing phase like last time? Will we be able to break the cursed Spider Lily in the end?"

After coughing up bloody foam, Cheongdam said:

"All things in this world move from the past to the present, and from the present to the world's end. Wait, and a message will come."

"Waiting, huh? Fine. Let's leave this place for now. Even if I don't have to, you can't stay here much longer now that the ritual site has collapsed."

The two figures flickered briefly and disappeared, leaving only endless silence echoing in the cave.

<>

"Good morning, Ye-a!"

Early in the morning, Jeong Yu-na greeted me energetically as I sat dazed at my desk after arriving at the academy.

"Yeah, hi Yu-na. Good morning."

Even after receiving my greeting, Yu-na stood there for a while, staring at me.

"What? Do you have something to say?"

"Huh? No, I just feel like your complexion looks much better. Did you take something good?"

Something good, huh.

"Yeah, I just took some medicine. If you're mentioning it specifically, I guess it's working, which is good."

I wonder how much she normally observes people to notice such things immediately.
Well, Yu-na has always had a keen eye.

"I see, that's good. I was actually quite worried. You've seemed unwell lately, like you're suffering from overwork."

The problem is that I don't remember much after Lee Hui-hyeon escorted me from the dormitory to my home.

I'm pretty sure I grabbed the doorknob, but when I came to my senses, I was already lying in bed.
And still in my clothes, no less.

This must be the side effect of the medicine Hui-hyeon mentioned.

Fortunately, I didn't pass out—I think I just went straight to bed as soon as I got home...

"Ye-a?"

But everything else was fine. My body felt light and refreshed, just like on the first day—a definite feeling of improved health.

If I had known such medicine could be made, I would have asked for it earlier. But Hui-hyeon probably just thought of it as traditional medicine and didn't feel the need to mention it.

It was nice to know that Hui-hyeon, who was initially an unhelpful good-for-nothing, had such a talent.

Maybe I should ask him to make more medicine later, offering to cover the cost of ingredients, apart from the portions for the children?

Even if I can't take it often during wartime due to side effects, it should be fine during peacetime.

"Ye-a!"

I raised my head at Yu-na's call.

"Ah, sorry, I was just thinking about something else."

After smiling awkwardly, Yu-na asked with curiosity:

"Were you thinking about Hui-hyeon?"

Caught off guard by Yu-na's sudden question, I responded without thinking:

"What? What do you mean?"

"I was just taking a shot in the dark, but your reaction is quite intense. Could it... be true?"

Yu-na brought her right hand to her mouth, asking as if she really wanted to know.

I smiled at her and said:

"Yu-na, you're going to get in real trouble doing that."

Yu-na responded with a shocked expression:

"Oh! Trouble! Ye-a, you're so scary! I better run away. Hehe."

Then she quickly sat down at her seat right behind me, looking at me with a smile.

What's this? Is she teasing me?

Feeling like I was being treated like a child, I was thinking about how to discipline this blue-haired Cheonghwa Clan shoe-stealing, impulsive extra troublemaker when Yu-na spoke again:

"Ye-a, could I know what kind of medicine you're taking?"

"Why do you want to know?"

Though I responded coldly, Yu-na continued undeterred:

"Actually, I brought some medicine for you."

"Medicine?"

"Yes, I wanted to make sure it doesn't conflict with what you're already taking."

Yu-na took out a paper bundle of what appeared to be medicinal herbs from her bag and handed it to me.

She cares about me this much.
As always, even if her actions are strange, her heart is in the right place.

"No, it's fine. Thank you so much, Yu-na."

Regretting that I had thought about disciplining her just because she teased me about Hui-hyeon, I looked at the paper bundle. It had "Health Wishes" written on it, along with a blue leaf character drawn in what seemed like a distinctly modern cartoon style, giving me a thumbs up.

What the hell is this?

For a moment thinking I had crossed into another world, I closed and opened my eyes before asking:

"What is this?"

Clearly impressed by the creative art style that transcended the world's aesthetic, I asked, and Yu-na replied with a smile:

"I drew it. Cute, isn't it? My younger sister really liked this drawing."

I couldn't understand why she would draw something her sister liked for me, but it was indeed cute, so I nodded and said:

"It is really cute, but... is it okay to draw the Cheonghwa Clan's emblem like this?"

Recalling Yu-na's traditionalist and conservative tendencies, I asked, and Yu-na smiled and replied:

"It's fine as long as there's no intention to insult. Actually, this way more people will remember the Cheonghwa Clan's emblem."

Indeed, in a world like "Killing the Unkillable" where Eastern-style art is popular, such a drawing would be memorable.

Even I, who had transmigrated from another world, was startled for a moment seeing this style after so long.

So Yu-na's words weren't wrong, and I nodded, thinking:

Yu-na was definitely born in the wrong world.

After putting the medicine in my bag and looking forward, I saw our protagonist, Lee Hui-hyeon, who had arrived at some point and was now sleeping with his head down.

I was about to criticize him for sleeping again, but remembering that I owed him from yesterday, I silently watched him sleep.

He must be very tired because of me.

"Ye-a, Hui-hyeon is here?"

"I can see that without you telling me."

I responded curtly to Yu-na stating the obvious, and then Ho-jin and Su-a entered together, chatting, and greeted us when they saw Yu-na and me.

Those two seem really close. They're always together.

I spoke to Yu-na, who was sitting behind me and who was, in a sense, also a close friend:

"Yu-na, can you spare some time during lunch?"

"Is it related to our team? Or a personal appointment?"

"It's team-related. There's a decision I need to make after gathering everyone's opinions."

"Okay. I'll be ready."

After finishing my conversation with Yu-na, I looked forward again and thought:

Lee Hui-hyeon, Jeong Yu-na, Yeon Ho-jin, Han Su-a.

These are the team members I need to take care of and guide.

With the practical training approaching, I need to prepare and support them properly as their team leader and as their carrier.

Although I showed some suspicious behavior during the team coordination, I just need to be careful from now on. All of this will end once I kill the Unkillable, I thought as I quietly rested my chin on my desk.

Ch.42 - 1. The Last Weekend Before The First Practical Training (1)
For an exorcist, many things are important, but if I had to pick just one, it would be "consensus."

While exorcists are clearly more advanced than ordinary humans, they are fundamentally still human and therefore prone to making mistakes.

Given human nature's tendency toward self-leniency, exorcists can easily stray down the wrong path without even realizing what they're doing wrong.

That's why the spirit of consensus holds that humans—regardless of gender, age, or social status—must determine their path through rigorous discussion and agreement with others.

Originally, "consensus" began as a tradition in the Won-gak Cult, but just as modern South Korea follows Confucian behavioral norms throughout society without explicitly adhering to Confucianism, the Won-gak Cult's spirit of consensus has similarly permeated the Human World, becoming a universal principle among exorcists.

Therefore, exorcists always seek dialogue when a topic arises, which has led to a joke in this world:

When two or more exorcists gather, windows break.

Limited to the two people conversing in front of me, this was no joke but the absolute truth.

"That approach certainly has merit, but in remote areas with poorly maintained roads, melting snow can turn paths to mud, creating transportation difficulties. What if we hired local suppliers instead? We might even win the favor of the local community."

"I'm not sure about that. Such an approach has several blind spots, and it's unlikely that such underdeveloped regions would have those kinds of supplies in the first place. What do you think, Ye-a?"

"In such cases..."

Now that team assignments were finalized and our first practical training approached, I was trying to build rapport with Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a, with whom I wasn't as close as I was with Lee Hui-hyeon and Jeong Yu-na. We happened to start discussing supply logistics, and I was newly impressed by the high caliber of Yegak Academy students.

These kids might be considered adults in the "Killing the Unkillable" world, but they're still only 17 years old, yet they seemed to undervalue logistics. I merely tried to highlight the importance of supplies, and the conversation evolved to this point.

They even created a hypothetical scenario—"a medium-sized group of exorcists traveling to an underdeveloped region at the start of spring to exorcise a demon"—without any prompting from me.

There's obviously a difference between starting with prior knowledge versus starting from scratch, but at this level, these prep students could have excelled anywhere, even if they weren't exorcists.

Terrifying children.

Is this how an otherworlder with only a status window would feel if dropped into Harvard University?

"Let's study this topic more and discuss it later."

"Yes, let's do that."

"This was a really good conversation."

And they even concluded the discussion cleanly by postponing the final verdict.

It felt like they were well-practiced in these kinds of conversations.

Usually, people want to settle matters one way or another.

I decided I should avoid bringing up topics that might lead to debates in front of them.
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"Ye-a."

During break time before lunch, I took advantage of a moment when no one was paying attention to me and checked my status window by placing my hand on my temple.

With ability growth from training and the heroine stat bonus, I'd developed decent stats before our first practical training. Even with my terrible stat coefficients, this should be enough to avoid being torn apart by a Muji.

"Swift Movement" is a Path I'll obtain by completing a specific event during the first practical training.

Now the question is whether to abandon training to get Swift Movement, or to continue with training...

"Ye-a?"

Holy shit, you scared me!

I removed my hand from my temple and saw Hui-hyeon standing in front of me.

"Hui-hyeon, how long have you been there?"

"Since you started muttering your own name to yourself."

So he was there from when I was pressing my temple and talking to myself?

"So what's up?"

Embarrassed, I pretended to be nonchalant and asked him what he wanted.

"Just wondering how you're feeling now."

"Feeling? Oh, I'm fine. That medicine was really effective. Thanks."

"Does your throat hurt at all?"

"Throat?"

I felt confused by the sudden mention of my throat.

Was a sore throat among the side effects Hui-hyeon had mentioned?

"Ah, ahhh, ah. I'm fine. My throat isn't swollen."

I put my hand to my throat and opened my mouth to make an "ahhh" sound, but nothing hurt.

Hui-hyeon looked at me for a moment, then said:

"You seem fine. I'm glad you're not in pain."

"Why did you ask about that specifically?"

"Just checking, that's all."

Something feels off about this.

After finishing his sentence, Hui-hyeon headed back down to his seat.

"Hui-hyeon, wait a moment."

"Yes?"

He turned around to look at me.

"If it's okay with you, I'll cover the cost of ingredients if you can make more of that medicine from yesterday."

Since he was already here, I decided to mention what I'd been thinking about. Hui-hyeon smiled and said:

"You liked the effects, I see?"

"Liked them? Yes, it worked incredibly well."

It was a bit strange to grab the doorknob and then wake up in bed, but that was just one of the rare side effects Hui-hyeon had warned me about, so it was a minor drawback in normal circumstances.

Of course, I don't plan to abuse my body, but it would be reassuring to have some medicine in cold storage as a backup.

The effects were so good that the places where Jin Seo-yeon had beaten me healed completely.

"Alright, I'll give you one I have in the dormitory."

"What about the cost of ingredients?"

"You gave me that grant money before. That's enough."

Before I could respond, Hui-hyeon went back to his seat.

"He refuses even when I offer to pay more."

There's a clear difference between grant money and fair payment for medicine, yet he refuses what I'm offering.
I wonder if he'll be able to take care of himself in the future at this rate.

I'll just add a bit extra the next time I give him grant money.



As time passed, after a brief discussion during lunch, we gathered again at the training hall to continue our coordination practice.

As Jin Seo-yeon had mentioned before, other students who had formed teams were also practicing their coordination in the training hall, but fortunately, Jin Seo-yeon's team was nowhere to be seen.

They're probably practicing in some fancy facility.

As I picked up a wooden sword like the other students, Yu-na pressed down on my hand and said:

"Ye-a, are you sure you're ready to practice coordination?"

Understanding what she meant by her somewhat warning tone, I smiled at Yu-na and said:

"I'm not trying to practice. It just seemed awkward to sit around while you all are practicing."

I deliberately spoke loudly enough for the others to hear.

"That's true. As the team leader, sitting around might attract unwanted attention."

"You look fine today, anyway."

Ho-jin and Su-a supported my argument.

I was honestly surprised by Ho-jin's support, but it was better than standing there saying nothing, so I nodded.

Hui-hyeon, keeping his promise from yesterday at the dormitory to keep secret that I had fainted while practicing with Jin Seo-yeon, just looked at me without saying anything.

He really is the quiet type.

After that, the coordination practice proceeded much more smoothly than last time.

Well, if I hadn't tried to lecture about theory last time, it would have gone smoothly then too.

I should have just taught them how to strike unexpectedly. Why did I make things difficult for myself?

Even now, I don't understand what I was thinking.

Am I really that stupid?

First up to practice coordination were Ho-jin and Su-a.

Before they started, I reminded Su-a:

"Su-a, do you remember the advice I gave you last time?"

"Yes, always pause once if your opponent is human. I remember it clearly."

"Good."

Both of them, as befitting prep students at Yegak Academy, the finest institution in the Human World, demonstrated skills on par with exorcists outside the academy from my previous life.

The coordination practice between Ho-jin and Su-a was quite impressive. Judging by their understanding and form of soft sword techniques, they seemed to have reached just below the Venerable level.

The match ended with Ho-jin subduing Su-a, but it could have gone either way.

"Good, well done. Next."

Next were Hui-hyeon and Yu-na.

"This is the first time we're actually crossing wooden swords, right?"

"Yeah, it is. I'm looking forward to it."

Yu-na smiled brightly while Hui-hyeon responded expressionlessly.

Yu-na held the wooden sword with both hands as if wielding the Blue Blossom Cudgel, while Hui-hyeon dangled his sword in one hand.

I can't even tell if that's a proper stance or not.

Still, this was the first time since my transmigration that I'd see Hui-hyeon actually fight, so I was secretly looking forward to it.

What would early-game pushover Hui-hyeon show us?

As the match began, Yu-na made the first move, charging at Hui-hyeon with her wooden sword.

Blue Blossom Cudgel Technique Form 1: The Crowd Arrives

A heavy attack striking downward.

True to the technique's name, the attack carried massive weight, as if a crowd was rushing in, and came crashing down toward Hui-hyeon.

Ch.43 - 1. The Last Weekend Before The First Practical Training (2)
Jeong Yu-na's wooden sword sliced through the air.

Lee Hui-hyeon had managed to dodge her attack at the last moment with quick footwork.

A good decision. If he kept taking those heavy blows head-on, the accumulated impact would eventually lead to certain defeat, so rather than meeting her attacks directly, he chose to evade.

But Jeong Yu-na wasn't an ordinary opponent—she was a preparatory student at Yegak Academy.

"Ha!"

When her opponent suddenly disappeared from in front of her, most would have been flustered, but Yu-na quickly assessed the situation and immediately pursued Hui-hyeon in a low stance, closing the distance he had created to avoid her attack.

Blue Blossom Cudgel Style, Fourth Form: "Hidden Crowd Approach"

As the gap closed instantly, she swung her wooden sword from right to left. Hui-hyeon gripped his wooden sword with both hands, taking a proper stance to defend against Yu-na's attack.

Yeonseong Sword Style, Fifth Form: "Angle of Temporal Deviation"

The moment Yu-na's attack connected, Hui-hyeon's expression contorted for an instant.

Perhaps the impact of the wooden sword was greater than he expected.

It seemed that at Hui-hyeon's current level, it would be difficult to withstand Yu-na's strikes.

After all, she was wielding what was essentially a solid piece of metal filling the inside of wood as a weapon—even without spiritual energy, just the physical force of her blow would deliver a tremendous impact.

"Hup!"

After blocking Yu-na's attack, Hui-hyeon barely managed to deflect her wooden sword, letting the impact slide off before staggering backward to create some distance.

But as if refusing to allow even a moment's reprieve, Yu-na attacked him again.

Blue Blossom Cudgel Style, Second Form: "Heavy Crowd Approach"

Though it was a brief opening, Hui-hyeon had recovered his balance enough to roll away, dodging the wooden sword as it passed through where he had been.

But as if anticipating his movement, the wooden sword traced an unusual trajectory that no ordinary person could imitate, coming down to strike Hui-hyeon.

Yeonseong Sword Style, Third Form: "Enduring Suffering Asura"

Though his proficiency was less than Yeon Ho-jin's or Han Su-a's, it was sufficient to counter Yu-na's irregular attack that wasn't contained in a formal technique. Hui-hyeon barely managed to deflect the trajectory of Yu-na's wooden sword before hurriedly getting up and assuming his stance.

After that, it was all Yu-na on the offensive.

A barrage of "Approaches"—from the Second Form "Heavy Crowd Approach" to the First Form "Crowd Approach," and then to the Ninth Form "Flowery Crowd Approach."

Yu-na's attacks were more relentless than before, but this time, as if determined not to be caught off guard, Hui-hyeon dodged here and there, sometimes using the Yeonseong Sword Style, sometimes relying on his pure skill. His movements resembled not so much a person as a reed swaying in the wind.

At first, his movements were awkward and rough, but as the match continued, Hui-hyeon's movements became increasingly nimble and sharp.

While his movements clearly showed his inexperience at the beginning, as time passed, he moved with the precision of someone who had done this many times before. I realized this was one of Hui-hyeon's many talents.

Getting stronger as he fights? What is he, some manga protagonist?

No, wait. He's the protagonist of a romance game with combat elements, so maybe it's processed similarly.

Disgusting protagonist buff.

"Huff..."

Even Yu-na seemed to grow anxious at Hui-hyeon's elusive movements, starting to hesitate before launching her attacks.

Yu-na tried to catch up with Hui-hyeon not just by borrowing the power of formal techniques but also through her pure skill. However, whenever she seemed about to catch him, Hui-hyeon kept slipping away or deflecting her attacks, yet strangely, he never counterattacked.

The reason lay with his opponent, Yu-na. While she seemed to be pursuing and attacking Hui-hyeon, she was always maintaining sufficient defense against any potential counterattack.

Even while using techniques, she never created openings.
Even while pursuing, she never gave him a chance to get inside her guard.

It was the solid foundation expected of a Yegak Academy preparatory student, but I could see she was mentally wearing down from Hui-hyeon's constant evasion.

In truth, the approach Hui-hyeon had chosen was extremely clever—the kind a person who knows how to fight would take.

After receiving Yu-na's technique in the second exchange, he must have realized that if he continued to meet her attacks head-on or if he accidentally got hit, the match could be decided in a single exchange. So he decided to keep dodging while looking for an opportunity.

Yu-na seemed to have reached a similar conclusion, as her wooden sword, which had already seemed sufficiently aggressive, became even more so.

"Hui-hyeon, are you just going to keep dodging? Am I that scary to you?"

As he continued to evade her successive attacks, Yu-na spoke in what sounded like a provocative tone.

Others might think Yu-na was angry at Hui-hyeon for constantly dodging, but it was clearly not anger—it was an attempt to break his concentration.

I knew this because my All-Seeing Eye could see the technique Yu-na was about to use.

Blue Blossom Cudgel Style Composite Form 2,4: "Hidden Heavy Crowd Approach"

A composite form mixing the Blue Blossom Cudgel Style's Second Form "Heavy Crowd Approach" with the Fourth Form "Hidden Crowd Approach," which is designed to quickly close the distance with an opponent.

Perhaps she was planning to use the most irregular and powerful technique she could against Hui-hyeon, who had grown somewhat accustomed to her attacks.

"Impressive."

I whispered in admiration, making sure Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a couldn't hear me as I watched Yu-na prepare her technique.

Mixing forms to maximize their advantages or overcome their disadvantages was something I knew how to do as well.

However, I don't do it in actual combat because there's no guarantee that mixed techniques are always superior to the originals.

In the real world, too, we often see cases where people neglect fundamentals in favor of showing off new techniques in battle without proper verification, only to fail miserably.

But judging by Yu-na's natural movements, which suggested she had learned this before, it was clear that this was a technique she had refined and thoroughly tested in actual combat.

I was surprised to learn there were groups other than the Huye Clan that mixed forms like this.

And I was also impressed by Yu-na's level. To already be using mixed techniques at her age—even if she's considered non-mainstream, with talent like that, she shouldn't envy the mainstream Hwa family of the Cheonghwa Clan.

But it's not enough. It's good that she showed her technique, but it shouldn't be visible to my eyes like this.

Yu-na's talent is certainly remarkable, but still immature.

To use a technique so visibly while fighting an opponent? If she were facing an intelligent demon or monster that knows how to fight, or one with a Path of Ruin similar to mine, it could be used against her.

Because I can see her movements so clearly.

If I were her opponent, I would definitely win in this situation.

Despite appearances, I've been through countless battles in previous cycles.

That's not enough.

To face the Five Demons or their subordinates in the future, even if her techniques are visible to the opponent, they need to be at a level where that visibility doesn't matter.

Yes, like when Jin Seo-yeon thrust her spear at me so quickly during our previous sparring match that even my All-Seeing Eye and the Baek Clan's unique motion vision couldn't read it—though I still "managed to land a hit and win."

But what about Hui-hyeon? Can he read such movements?

Probably not.

At the level I'm estimating, he'll either get hit and lose, or even if he dodges, the attack will graze him and he'll still lose.

Hui-hyeon has done well enough.

Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a kept saying there was something special about Hui-hyeon, and now I understand why.

Anyone would say someone has something special about them if they get stronger as they fight. Even I, who watched and participated in countless battles in previous cycles, have only seen this a few times.

As I was thinking about how to critique both of them after the match, Jeong Yu-na raised her wooden sword.

A composite form combining "Hidden Crowd Approach" and "Heavy Crowd Approach."

The moment she stepped forward, the floor resounded with a thud, and simultaneously, Yu-na shot forward like an arrow, reaching Hui-hyeon's front and immediately bringing down her wooden sword.

Crash—

"Huh?"

At the sight before me, accompanied by the sound of someone rolling on the floor, I unconsciously took a step forward.

The result unfolding before my eyes was completely unexpected.

It wasn't Hui-hyeon who had rolled.

Nor had Hui-hyeon attacked or dodged.

If he had simply evaded, there would have been no reason for Yu-na to roll.

Hui-hyeon, as if he had known such an attack was coming, used the momentum behind Yu-na's attack to deflect her wooden sword, causing her to fall to the floor. As she fell and became defenseless, he lightly poked her body with the tip of his wooden sword.

It was an anticlimactic but clear victory.

"Oh?"

Yu-na, who had fallen and been poked, finally let out a sound of surprise, as if this had been a sure-win attack she never expected to fail.

"Looks like I win," said Hui-hyeon as he withdrew his wooden sword from Yu-na.

Ch.44 - 1. The Last Weekend Before The First Practical Training (3)
Seong Ye-rim

It had been a while since I'd last seen Lee Hui-hyeon's status window, not since the entrance ceremony day.

I unconsciously pulled it up the moment he won.

After looking at Hui-hyeon's status window, which displayed the same suspicious information as the first day, I glanced at the two people beyond it.

Hui-hyeon was helping Jeong Yu-na up, holding her hand after knocking her down. Yu-na was making a fuss, asking how he did it despite her clear defeat.

The scene followed Hui-hyeon's victory, where he had used Yu-na's momentum against her, tripping her and then pointing his wooden sword at her.

Yeon Ho-jin, who had been watching the match from beside me, spoke up.

"Honestly, I thought Hui-hyeon would lose this time."

"I know. Using your opponent's strength against them sounds simple in theory, but it's difficult to execute. This was definitely a match we could learn a lot from."

"What did you think, Ye-a?"

When Ho-jin asked for my opinion, I gave the most exemplary answer I could.

"Both were excellent, but I noticed a few areas for improvement. By the way, does Hui-hyeon always fight like that?"

"Yes, he always spends time observing like that, testing his opponent before suddenly striking. That's Hui-hyeon's fighting style. Like most exorcists our age, he doesn't show off techniques or try to display his skills—he fights purely to win."

Han Su-a answered my question.

Fighting purely to win, huh.

"You've sparred with him before? Is this what you meant when you said there was something different about Hui-hyeon?"

"Yes. Strangely, Hui-hyeon usually wins. When I spar with him, I clearly have the technical advantage at the beginning and think I can win, but somehow by the end, Hui-hyeon always comes out victorious."

Judging by her frown, she must have lost to Hui-hyeon quite often.

"Like you just saw, he gets stronger the longer he fights. It can be frustrating sometimes, but strangely, I never really resent him for it... I don't know why, but it just feels natural that he wins."

The two who had watched the match said they thought he would lose this time, but they seemed to consider his victory itself as something expected.

Since they didn't find it strange like I did, perhaps they'd seen this kind of performance often during practical classes.

I just hadn't noticed until now.

Looking at the fight objectively, Hui-hyeon had achieved a plausible victory against Yu-na.

"Hui-hyeon first tested Yu-na's strength, realized he couldn't match her power directly, so he dodged while looking for an opening. When Yu-na's inexperience revealed a weakness, he used her excessive force against her, tripping her to the ground and claiming victory."

What a clean and logical victory.

Hui-hyeon didn't use any grand technique beyond his current capabilities against Yu-na, nor did he directly counter all of Yu-na's strength and Blue Blossom Cudgel techniques.

All he did was dodge around and then, at the last moment, use Yu-na's own strength to trip her and win.

He did seem to anticipate Yu-na's final technique, but any exorcist with good instincts might unconsciously react when sensing a big attack coming.

Setting everything else aside, what's certain is that while Hui-hyeon might lack technical knowledge, he's definitely not the pushover I've been thinking of.

"Well, thanks for sharing. You two can continue your conversation."

Feeling I'd learned all I could from them, I walked over to Hui-hyeon and Yu-na.

"Good work, both of you."

The two turned to look at me, pausing their conversation.

Despite her spectacular fall, Yu-na was smiling brightly without a scratch, showing the physical resilience of an exorcist.

"Ye-a, did you see? Hui-hyeon really has an amazing talent and mind for fighting!"

The contrast between Yu-na's bright smile, as if she had won, and Hui-hyeon's expressionless face, like he had lost, seemed somehow contradictory.

There's a limit to how cheerful a person should be.

Maybe that's why her name is Jeong (晶) Yu-na.

"I just dodged around, that's all. You were the impressive one. I really couldn't match your strength."

As Hui-hyeon humbly downplayed himself and praised Yu-na, she shook her head.

"No way. The fundamental reason we train in exorcism at Yegak Academy is to defeat demons. If we can't win, even the most impressive techniques are just empty flourishes. So the impressive one is you, not me. Don't you think so too, Ye-a?"

Seeing Yu-na's somewhat excited state, I smiled and said:

"Calm down, Yu-na. You were both impressive."

I meant it sincerely. Yu-na had shown the potential to achieve greatness with more training.

She just had some areas that needed work.

After briefly considering, I decided to offer advice that would help Yu-na immediately.

"However, Yu-na, try to shorten your preparatory movements before using big techniques. I could see it coming from the moment you started talking to Hui-hyeon. Right?"

Yu-na smiled at my observation, as if she'd expected me to notice.

"As expected, you saw right through me! Yes, I was preparing from that moment. I'll work on shortening my preparation."

"That's good, but with our first field practice approaching, I think it would be better to focus on mastering the basic forms first. A solid foundation naturally leads to better execution of advanced techniques. What do you think?"

Yu-na's smile faded slightly as she looked at me with surprise.

She must have understood what I was getting at.

The complex technique Yu-na used wasn't common, and since the Baek Clan doesn't have compound techniques like the Huye Clan, she probably thought I wouldn't recognize it.

After hearing my advice, Yu-na smiled and said:

"Alright, I'll focus on the basic forms like you suggested, Ye-a."

Grateful that she accepted my advice without further questions, I turned my attention to Hui-hyeon.

Hmm.

"As for Hui-hyeon... you were excellent. After careful observation, you defeated Yu-na with one decisive move without wasting energy. No one could say you weren't impressive. But there's still room for improvement. You should work more on your swordsmanship. Your proficiency seems lower than Ho-jin's and Su-a's."

"I understand. I'll work harder."

Hui-hyeon nodded in acknowledgment.

Normally the conversation would end here, but unable to shake my suspicions, I examined Hui-hyeon's expression with my All-Seeing Eye and asked:

"By the way, Hui-hyeon, are you hiding something from me?"

"Hiding what?"

He looked puzzled by my sudden question.

"Your skills, perhaps."

I stared directly into Hui-hyeon's eyes, speaking as if I knew everything, but he just chuckled.

"That's a funny joke. Why would I hide my skills? I would have lost to Yu-na right away if I did."

Lost to Yu-na right away, huh.

I glanced at Yu-na, but she was quietly listening to our conversation.

I thought Yu-na, having fought him directly, might react to my words, but perhaps she hadn't noticed anything strange during their match.

Though still suspicious, I decided to let it go for now and smiled at Hui-hyeon.

"You're right, I was just joking. I was just wondering how you came up with that winning strategy."

Then Yu-na, who had been watching, spoke up.

"Hehe, you immediately recognized it was a joke. You and Hui-hyeon really understand each other well. Coming here to spar like this—AAAAAAHHH!"

Shut up, you extra.

I grabbed Yu-na's hand as she was babbling and squeezed it hard.

Crack, crack.

"Yu-na, your mouth is always the problem. We could have ended today on a good note, right?"

"Ye-a! You're still holding the wooden sword! My hand hurts so much!"

"Not my problem."

"I'm sorry! I was wrong!"

Feeling a sense of déjà vu, as if I'd seen this scene somewhere before, I released Yu-na's hand.

"If you say 'your grip isn't that of a girl,' you'll get punished even worse."

Guessing what she might say next, I was satisfied to see Yu-na's slightly opened mouth close immediately. I then called to the others.

"Su-a, Ho-jin. Come over here."

Ho-jin and Su-a, who had been talking but turned toward us at Yu-na's scream, came over and asked:

"Are we done now?"

"Yes, we're finished. Everyone did well today. Let's call it a day."

"Thank you for your hard work, Ye-a."

"You really worked hard."

"Ye-a, my hand hurts so much."

"That's your own fault. Reflect on your pain."

The students dispersed, chatting as they left.

After watching them for a moment, Hui-hyeon turned his neck slightly and said to me:

"Ye-a, wait for me in the classroom. I'll give you the medicine at the dormitory after I return the equipment."

"Oh, Hui-hyeon. Let me help you return them. Let's go together."

At my offer, Hui-hyeon picked up the wooden swords that the others had neatly arranged for him and said:

"There's no need for that."

"It's better this way."

I forcibly took the wooden swords from him.

Hui-hyeon and I walked down the corridor where the reddening sunlight filtered through the windows.

As we walked, I asked him:

"Hui-hyeon, have you been diligent with your training lately?"

"I do it every day. I'm studying hard too. Why do you ask?"

"Just asking as your team leader. A leader has a duty to look after their team members."

"I see. I was worried I might have disappointed you with my performance earlier, but I'm glad that's not the case."

Hui-hyeon smiled slightly.

If there's one thing I realized from today's match, it's that Hui-hyeon, true to his protagonist role, possessed considerable talent.

Specifically, the "talent for winning" essential for a protagonist in this "Killing the Unkillable" world.

The talent that Yeon Ho-jin, Han Su-a, and even Huye Jin, the Huye Clan successor known for coveting talented individuals, desired in Hui-hyeon must have been this "talent for winning."

Not just flashy or overwhelming techniques, but Hui-hyeon's unique talent that would eventually allow him, as the protagonist, to claim victory even against the Unkillable.

Hui-hyeon's stats had certainly improved, but they seemed slower than in the original work. Thinking about it, this was probably because I possessed the "Grinding Stone."

I was receiving rewards that should have gone to Hui-hyeon as the protagonist, which must be hindering his growth.

So after resolving my doubts about Hui-hyeon, I made a decision.

To transfer the "Grinding Stone" to Hui-hyeon.

You might remember that earlier I mentioned having a power that I never used in previous cycles, despite being an all-around exorcist.

That power, never used in previous cycles, was the ability to transfer my Path to others, just as the "Enlightened One" in the past had shared unique Paths with his strongest disciples.

I would give the "Grinding Stone" to Hui-hyeon to help his stats grow, and I would gain "Swift Movement," preparing myself to stand beside Hui-hyeon when he eventually surpasses everyone.

This was my new plan after confirming Hui-hyeon's talent.

After returning the equipment, I went back to the classroom. Confirming no one else was there, I said to Hui-hyeon:

"Hui-hyeon, shall we have a discussion?"

"A discussion?"

He seemed to find my suggestion somewhat abrupt.

"Yes, a discussion. I've had something on my mind lately that's been making my thoughts complicated."

"A discussion, huh? So I don't need to give you medicine at the dormitory?"

"You can give me that anytime. So, are you in or not?"

After thinking for a moment, Hui-hyeon said:

"Alright, let's discuss."

If I had suggested this to Ho-jin or Su-a, they would have jumped at the chance, drooling with excitement. This aspect of having a similar mindset to modern people was quite inconvenient.

Looking at this side of him, he doesn't seem like an exorcist at all.

Annoying bastard.

But outwardly, I smiled and said:

"Thank you, Hui-hyeon."

"Don't mention it."

After sitting down, I said to Hui-hyeon:

"Hui-hyeon, could you give me your hand for a moment?"

"My hand?"

"Let's do this the old-fashioned way. You know, from history."

Drawing on knowledge from the history books of the "Killing the Unkillable" world, Hui-hyeon, who like me had a deep interest in history, smiled and said:

"Isn't that the method used by the Won-gak Cult before the Second Human-Demon War? That's really ancient. And you..."

"What about me?"

Was he embarrassed about holding hands with a woman? The thought suddenly gave me goosebumps.

For the first time in a while, I felt the urge to beat Hui-hyeon up, but considering this was for the sake of saving the world, I said to him:

"If you're thinking of me as a woman and acting like this, it's disrespectful. There's no gender in discussions. What's so special about holding hands for a discussion according to Won-gak tradition? You even carried me on your back to the dormitory when I fainted before."

"It's not like that. Fine, fine. Let's do it the old-fashioned way."

This guy makes holding hands seem so difficult. Others would pay for the chance.

Following tradition, I showed my palm, and Hui-hyeon placed his hand on mine, interlocking our fingers.

This tradition stemmed from a historical event where the "Enlightened One" held the hand of the person who would become his first disciple to persuade them to listen to his teachings. While it had fallen out of practice in common society, the Won-gak Cult maintained this tradition until the First Reformation, where disciples would interlock fingers with their Venerable during one-on-one teachings.

It was similar to the act of clasping hands in prayer, but during the First Reformation, it was boldly eliminated as the "Enlightened One" had only held hands to persuade, not as a necessary act for enlightenment—showing the boldness of the Venerables of that time compared to today's more conservative approach.

Now, it was being used as a means to transfer my Path to Hui-hyeon.

This is why it's important to know many things.

Holding Hui-hyeon's hand, I noticed it had many calluses.

For an exorcist to develop such calluses, he must have trained extensively.

"Hui-hyeon, what do you think learning is?"

"It's making knowledge your own."

After thinking briefly, Hui-hyeon surprisingly gave the answer I was looking for.

Even if he hadn't, I would have guided him to it.

"That's right, learning is exactly that—making knowledge your own. But lately I've been troubled by the thought that the desire to make knowledge your own ultimately stems from greed for possession."

"Hmm."

Hui-hyeon let out a small groan.

He probably doesn't understand what I'm saying. I don't either.

In truth, the discussion was just an excuse. I needed a reason to hold Hui-hyeon's hand to transfer the Path, and he wouldn't know that.

"Doesn't the greed to acquire knowledge and the suffering that comes from it hinder us from achieving true enlightenment? Sometimes I wonder if my reason for learning is truly for the noble cause of annihilating demons and saving the world."

I could feel the Path I wanted to transfer flowing from deep within my heart, through my arm, and into Hui-hyeon's hand.

Good, just a little more...

"Ye-a, people call that sophistry. You know that's the kind of nonsense lazy children tell their teachers to avoid studying, right?"

"..."

This guy suddenly went off.

Though I had just thrown out random words to get his attention, Hui-hyeon's response reflexively reminded me of a similar embarrassing memory from my real life, where I had spouted similar sophistry to an academy teacher and been humiliated. Feeling ashamed, I unconsciously let go of his hand.

This damn bastard.

Seeing my expression harden, Hui-hyeon seemed to realize his mistake and said:

"Sorry, was that too harsh?"

"Too?"

"Very harsh?"

I tried my best to calm down.

I wanted to appear cool and gracious, but my capacity wasn't that great, it seemed.

"Haha, no, it's fine. As an exorcist who values learning, it's natural to react that way. I should head home now. Goodbye!"

I gathered my bag and Ayong Sword from the classroom and said goodbye to Hui-hyeon.

"Ye-a, aren't you taking the medicine?"

"Ah, that. Just give it to me next time. Really, thank you!"

Feeling embarrassed by Hui-hyeon's words, though it was my fault for choosing the wrong approach, I left the classroom.

It's even more annoying because he's right.

I'll definitely get him back for this later.

Ch.45 - 1. The Last Weekend Before The First Practical Training (4)
The last weekend before our first field training had arrived.

As usual, I woke up early with a headache. After briefly going out to the yard to check on the barrier structure, I returned to sit on my bed, staring blankly at the mirror.

In previous cycles, I would have been extremely busy by now, but this time I had already finished all my work, double-checked the budget plans, and even organized the revelations and items I needed to pass on—yet I still had time to spare.

The reason was obvious.

One major task had been eliminated, so naturally I had extra time.

In previous cycles, I would have been dealing with the Doctrine Corruption incident by now, conducting an investigation to identify the traitor Doyul and other betrayers within the Won-gak Cult. But Jeon In-hwa had perfectly resolved the Doctrine Corruption case the other evening by mobilizing the Jeon Clan's talented personnel and organizational power, leaving me with all this free time.

Even though I already knew which Vernerable was involved from previous cycles, I still wouldn't have been able to resolve it as quickly as Jeon In-hwa did.

It was strange to have so much free time for preparing for the early stages, despite experiencing more unexpected events this cycle—like competing with the loner Huye Jin and Lee Hui-hyeon over the stat-boosting potion, collapsing from its side effects, or having a sparring match with the motherless psychopath Jin Seo-yeon.

Ah, I misspoke. Calling Huye Jin a "loner" and Jin Seo-yeon a "motherless psychopath" is redundant, like saying "ATM machine." I should just call them Huye Jin and Jin Seo-yeon. A similar error would be calling Lee Hui-hyeon "annoying." Yeah.

I found myself humming with this newfound leisure.

Yesterday, Jeong Yu-na had suggested that, following the tradition where a group leader offers ancestral rites before their first expedition to pray for the group's safety, everyone should gather at my house to pray to my ancestors for a safe first field training. Everyone agreed, which meant I had more preparations to make, but since it would be a simple ceremony requiring only food offerings and a prayer text, I finished the preparations quickly.

This meant today was a true day off, free from various obligations.

When that thought crossed my mind, I noticed my lips curling upward in the mirror.

It was a genuine smile born purely from happiness, not a manufactured expression or one put on out of necessity.

With a broad grin, I lay back down on the bed and twisted my body this way and that.

Not having to leave the bed all day—this is what a day off should be. Yes, absolutely.

Just as I decided to spend the entire day on myself and pulled the blanket over my head, Lee Hui-hyeon came to mind.

Come to think of it, it was Lee Hui-hyeon who gave the hint that led to Jeon In-hwa taking charge of resolving the Doctrine Corruption case.

Like a bull backing into a mouse, Lee Hui-hyeon probably gave what he thought was the best advice when I mentioned not having the scripture, but thanks to him I got this sweet rest. I felt grateful, then frowned as I remembered I still hadn't passed on the Path to Enlightenment to him on Friday.

Last Thursday, my first attempt failed when Lee Hui-hyeon had a sudden outburst triggered by a childhood academy trauma from the real world. So on Friday, I prepared a plausible topic and tried again, but this time Lee Hui-hyeon had prior plans with other students.

How annoying. That bastard Lee Hui-hyeon. I'm trying to freely give him a Path to Enlightenment that others would pay millions for, yet he's being so difficult.

Thinking he'd regret it later, I rolled over, then suddenly remembered that today was a leisurely weekend. I jumped up from bed and said:

"I could just go give it to him now."

He's the one who carried me back to the dormitory after I was beaten unconscious following my confrontation with Jin Seo-yeon, so he shouldn't mind if I visit him now. Even if he does, I don't care. I'm the Team Leader anyway.

I considered saying I came to return "The History of Symbols" that Lee Hui-hyeon had lent me before our first field training, but since I hadn't actually finished the book and was enjoying its content, I decided against it.

Rising from bed, I decided it was too bothersome to fix my hair and planned to cut it the day before field training. After showering, I changed into comfortable clothes purchased with the budget from my family home and put on my cloak and Ayong Sword.

Before heading out, I checked the structure maintaining the barrier again, even though I had already checked it this morning. Like checking CCTV for security in the real world, I placed my hand on the structure to verify the barrier's condition.

The barrier showed no signs of attempted intrusion or tampering.

Removing my hand from the structure, I tilted my head and muttered:

"I definitely received an assassination warning from Jeon In-hwa..."

Yet there hadn't been any assassination attempts or anything similar since the warning.

I had been more vigilant than usual, even going so far as to write Alarm Talismans—a futile act that had contributed to my "overwork"—and had even called security experts from a security company to check the premises. But surely these measures alone wouldn't deter assassins, and there had been plenty of opportunities to attack me.

There was a possibility the information was wrong, but it came from Jeon In-hwa.

If she judged the information credible enough to personally deliver it to me despite her busy schedule, then the assassination threat itself must be real.

Surely all the assassins couldn't have died.

"Are they perhaps afraid of me?"

I joked lightly to ease my uneasiness, but it didn't help much, so I decided to put this matter aside and ask Jeon In-hwa about it later.

As I walked along the main road, I found it bustling with people out enjoying their weekend.

I should take in this sight while I can, since I won't see it for a while after leaving for field training. In a sense, this place was like a hometown to me, having transmigrated here from reality.

Speaking of hometown, I remembered that although I was currently living at Yegak Academy, there would be times when I needed to visit my family home periodically.

Going home was fine. The commute wasn't a big deal.

The problem was the Successor Candidates I'd meet there.

Having grown up in different households and branches with different parents, they were Baek Clan members in name only but practically strangers who could be cruel to other Baeks outside established rules. Paradoxically, the most dangerous among them was Baek Ye-na, who shared the same father with me but harbored ill feelings due to past issues between our mothers.

Baek Ye-na, who had the support of the Baek Clan's mainstream faction, was a third-year at Yegak Academy currently doing field training near the frontier. She would likely try to gather information about me when she returned to the academy and attack at the first sign of weakness.

Fortunately, meeting Baek Ye-na was still some time away, and as in previous cycles, I could avoid trouble by keeping a low profile and showing no interest in the clan leader position.

In the previous cycle, I had successfully conveyed my lack of interest in the clan leader position and avoided trouble, so it should work this time too.

Surely nothing would go wrong.

Lost in these thoughts, I found myself arriving at the dormitory.

Thinking it was an elegant yet unsettling building as always, I went up to the third floor of Yegak Hall, rang the doorbell, and knocked on Lee Hui-hyeon's door, but there was no response from inside.

I knocked again and rang the doorbell, but still no one came out.

What's going on? Did he step out for a moment?

Thinking he might have gone out briefly, I sat down in front of the door to wait, but gradually grew hungry.

Right, since I didn't know when Lee Hui-hyeon would return, I decided to get something to eat while I was out. I got up from the door and went down the dormitory stairs.

I remembered a popular soup restaurant in the alley near Yegak Academy, up some stairs, frequented by locals and students alike. I headed there and ordered bone soup.

After waiting, when I took the first spoonful, I remembered something I had momentarily forgotten.

Right, everything in this world was extremely salty. I should have asked them to let me season it myself.

But what was ordered was ordered, so I had no choice but to eat it.

I should have remembered to say something beforehand, but I always forgot and ended up eating such salty food.

Adding water would ruin the texture, so I silently continued spooning the bone soup into my mouth.

As I was experiencing the untimely summer sea flavor in my mouth and wondering if I should return to Lee Hui-hyeon's dormitory, a familiar figure passed by the restaurant entrance.

It was Lee Hui-hyeon, walking hurriedly somewhere.

"Oh? Wait! Hui-hyeon!"

I called out urgently and placed a 10,000 hwan bill on the counter before heading out of the restaurant, shouting:

"I'll get the change later!"

Not cool enough to say keep the change, I shouted that I'd come back for it later, then called out to Lee Hui-hyeon, who was already descending the stairs some distance away.

"Hui-hyeon! Just a moment...!"

As I chased after him down the stairs, I misstepped and tumbled down.

Rolling, rolling.

...?

"Hah."

My vision went black momentarily before clearing to reveal the blue sky.

And Lee Hui-hyeon looking down at me with a bewildered expression.

"Hello, Hui-hyeon."

"Uh, hello, Ye-a."

As I sensed people gradually gathering around us, I thought while lying upside down on the stairs:

At least I caught up with Lee Hui-hyeon.

Damn it.

Ch.46 - 1. The Last Weekend Before The First Practical Training (5)
While Baek Ye-a was still at home, Huye Jin was reading a novel she had started on Thursday, enjoying her weekend at home.

The novel Huye Jin was reading was what people commonly call a "popular novel"—a type she had never shown interest in before. She had started reading it after hearing at the bookstore that it was the bestseller among girls her age.

However, as she progressed through the book, Huye Jin found herself increasingly dissatisfied with its content.

"Is this what people my age like these days...?"

She didn't mind the male protagonist who unrealistically fell in love quickly. After all, her younger sister Huye Jeong had told her that love was supposed to come like that.

She was also fine with the male protagonist, who was a perfect successor, falling for a female protagonist who had nothing to her name. Unlike other clans, the Huye Clan was famous for accepting sons-in-law or daughters-in-law regardless of their background as long as they had talent. If anything, Huye Jin couldn't understand why the male protagonist's family opposed his relationship with the talented female protagonist.

But what she couldn't accept was how the male protagonist, who as a successor should feel responsibility toward his clan and people more than anyone else, was willing to abandon everything for love.

Abandoning his responsibility to a clan that had been maintained for generations, all because of personal feelings?

Didn't that mean all his previous displays of wisdom and care for his subordinates were just pretense?

Still, she tried to keep reading. Huye Jin believed in the good qualities the male protagonist had shown throughout the early and middle parts of the story, and thought he would eventually return to his clan to fulfill his duties.

But when the story concluded with him rebelling against his clan, abandoning everything to live happily with the female protagonist in the Outlands, Huye Jin closed the book with a deep sigh and said:

"To think a person who falls into such improper emotions and abandons his clan's long-standing duties is the protagonist of this story. This will make good kindling when I go out for field training."

After tossing the book onto her desk and sitting there for a moment with an inexplicable feeling of displeasure, someone knocked on her door.

"Excuse me, Young Mistress. May I come in?"

Hearing the voice of Yeon Seo-rin, her direct subordinate, from outside the door, Huye Jin replied:

"Come in."

With Huye Jin's permission, the door opened and Yeon Seo-rin entered.

"Young Mistress, a welcome guest has arrived from the main house."

"A welcome guest?"

As Huye Jin asked, a small girl who looked just like her peeked her head through the doorway with a bright smile.

"Jin unnie!"

It was Huye In, Huye Jin's 8-year-old sister.

As Huye In ran toward her sister with open arms, Huye Jin smiled and embraced her while still seated.

"My goodness, In! Did you come all the way here by yourself?"

"I'm a grown-up now, so I can come here anytime by myself."

As Huye In confidently declared this, Yeon Seo-rin, who had been watching the sisters' reunion with a smile, spoke up:

"Jeon Yeo-un, the attendant in charge of Young Lady In, came with her. Young Lady In insisted on seeing her sister before your first field training, and she begged the Master until he gave in."

That makes more sense. Huye Jin, who had momentarily felt her heart drop at the thought of her mischievous little sister coming alone, smiled gently and said:

"So Yeo-un brought her? He must have had a hard time."

"Ah, Seo-rin unnie!"

Huye In, who had apparently hoped to surprise her beloved sister Huye Jin but was quickly exposed by Yeon Seo-rin, patted Seo-rin's hand with her small one, laughing as she complained that it wasn't fair.

After changing from the traditional clothes she had worn from home into casual wear, Huye In chatted with Huye Jin.

"...So I begged Father to let me come because I thought I wouldn't see you for a long time once you left for your first field training."

"I'm surprised Father allowed it."

"Well, I kept begging to see you. I told him I'd come alone if he didn't let me, so he finally agreed on the condition that I come with Oppa Yeo-un. Seeing your face like this makes this little sister very happy."

"I'm glad to see my little In's face too. How are our other siblings doing at the main house?"

"They're fine! But these days they're all busy learning things and following the adults around. No one plays with me anymore, and I'm dying of boredom. You used to play with me often even when you were training at the main house... Have the other brothers and sisters lost interest in me?"

Huye Jin smiled at her young sister's innocent words.

Those born into the clan with exorcist potential typically begin training as soon as they can walk, but formal training starts at age 11 when their "vessel" becomes solid.

The age when they start following other exorcists to gain experience is usually 12 at the earliest, or 14 at the latest. But Huye Jin was a prodigy who had begun gaining experience by following other exorcists at age 11, as soon as her vessel was complete.

Born with exceptional talent, Huye Jin had been able to make time to play with Huye In only because of her extraordinary abilities—something that the 8-year-old Huye In couldn't possibly understand yet. Seeing her little sister upset with their other siblings, Huye Jin comforted her:

"You're only 8 years old, so you don't understand yet, but when you start your formal training, you'll see. My siblings—your brothers and sisters—haven't lost interest in you. They're working hard to become strong exorcists to protect the Human World."

After hearing Huye Jin's explanation, Huye In pursed her lips and said:

"Now I understand it in my head because you explained it, but I still don't feel it in my heart. I think I might understand if you spent today with me..."

Seeing her cute and clever little sister looking up at her with a slight smile, Huye Jin laughed and said:

"Well then, In, would you like to tour Yegak Academy and explore the surroundings with me today?"

Hearing Huye Jin's words, Huye In hugged her tightly and said:

"Thank you, unnie!"

Seeing Huye In's bright smile as she embraced her, Huye Jin thought it was fortunate that she didn't have plans with Lee Hui-hyeon this weekend. She decided to spend the day with her adorable little sister.

*I wonder if my great-grandfather looked at me with the same feelings?*

She briefly thought of her great-grandfather, Huye Han, who had passed away protecting her and her siblings.


After instructing Yeon Seo-rin to wait at home, Huye Jin changed into outdoor clothes and put on a cloak embroidered with the Huye Clan's emblem. She then said to her sister Huye In:

"In, what about your cloak?"

Huye In, realizing she'd forgotten something, made an "oops" expression and said:

"Oh, I'm sorry, unnie... The clothes I wore had the emblem on them, so I forgot to bring a separate cloak."

Thinking it would be too harsh to make her young sister change back into traditional clothes, Huye Jin stroked her head and said:

"It can't be helped. I'll lend you one of my spares. But next time, you must remember to bring it. The cloak with our emblem is both our identification and a symbol of the Huye Clan's pride that cannot be hidden."

"Yes, unnie!"

Though Huye Jin's cloak was too large for the small Huye In, she tied the strings carefully so it wouldn't slip off. Then she spoke to Jeon Yeo-un, who was waiting downstairs:

"Yeo-un, thank you for escorting my sister here. I'll be taking her out for a while, so please wait for us at home."

"Young Mistress, should I not accompany you?"

At Jeon Yeo-un's question, Huye Jin nodded and said:

"No, you must be tired from leaving so early in the morning. Please rest. I've told Seo-rin the same."

"I understand. If anything happens, break the bracelet Young Lady In is wearing on her wrist. I'll come running immediately."

"Nothing will happen while I'm with her. We'll be back soon."

"We'll be back soon, Oppa Yeo-un!"

With Huye In's energetic farewell, the two left the house.


And so, Huye Jin, who had gone out to show her little sister around, ended up witnessing something quite extraordinary herself.

"Ugh, kaff!"

The silver dash of an exorcist tumbling head over heels down the stairs in the alley of Yegak Academy.

The person rolling down was, of course, Baek Ye-a.

Lying upside down on the stairs with lifeless eyes, Baek Ye-a looked somewhat like a warrior who had died nobly in battle.

Though in reality, she had simply fallen on her own.

As passersby were unable to proceed due to Baek Ye-a lying unconscious upside down on the stairs, blocking their way, a phrase suddenly came to Huye Jin's mind:

Baek Ye-a, ruler of the Yegak Academy alley stairs.

Suddenly reminded of a line that might appear in the popular novel she'd been reading since Thursday, Huye Jin felt an odd sensation.

And beside her, her young sister Huye In rudely pointed at Baek Ye-a and asked:

"Wow! Unnie, what kind of training is that?"

"In, that's... No. Let's just walk past."

Though she didn't particularly like Baek Ye-a, Huye Jin thought that showing her face now would only embarrass Baek Ye-a once she regained consciousness. She grabbed her sister's hand and said:

"There are already many people around, so there's no need to add to her shame."

"What? But it looks fun..."

"Let's go."

And so, firmly holding her sister's hand, Huye Jin hurried away without noticing Lee Hui-hyeon approaching Baek Ye-a.


Despite rolling down the stairs so spectacularly, my exorcist body was miraculously fine except for some soreness where I had bumped into things while rolling.

Except for briefly losing consciousness and drawing far too much attention, that is.

After greeting Lee Hui-hyeon while lying upside down on the stairs, I finally regained my full senses. I tried to get up from the stairs but slipped by mistake and sat back down, finding myself surrounded by people and subjected to a humiliating spectacle.

All thanks to the culture of compassion typical of the early "Killing the Unkillable" world.

"Oh my, miss. Are you alright?"

"Oh dear, what should we do? Someone call the rescue team!"

"Miss, how many fingers do you see? Let me check your head."

"No... no..."

"She keeps mumbling—she must have hit her head badly!"

An uncle who didn't know what to do waving his hands, an aunt pointing at someone specific asking them to call the rescue team (this world's equivalent of 911), an old man kindly checking my condition by waving his hand in front of my face.

And some man who thought I'd injured my head while rolling.

It was a complete disaster.

This was a heartwarming scene in a world where concepts are valued and people care deeply about others around them, but I was learning the hard way that sometimes too much attention can be poisonous.

"I'm fine... I'm fine... Don't call the rescue team..."

Covering my face with my cloak out of embarrassment, I muttered to myself.

I should have just stayed home.

What kind of wealth and glory was I hoping for by coming out to meet Lee Hui-hyeon?

Damn it.

As the people around me worried excessively, Lee Hui-hyeon tried to calm them down:

"Everyone, it's alright. Despite appearances, Ye-a is an exorcist. She'll be fine after sitting and resting for a moment."

'Despite appearances,' he says.

Look at this bastard taking shots at me even in this situation.

I made a mental note to confront Lee Hui-hyeon once this was over. As I kept my head down, the old man who had been waving his hand in front of me to check my condition asked in a surprised tone:

"An exorcist? How can an exorcist be so clumsy?"

I could feel my face burning with embarrassment at his tone, clearly shocked that the silver-haired girl hiding her face under a cloak turned out to be an exorcist.

"Exorcists are human too. Not everyone carrying a sword is an exorcist, but look—she's hiding her face with her cloak."

Lee Hui-hyeon said, pointing at the cloak covering my face.

This bastard, really.

"So it's fine. Thank you for your concern."

Lee Hui-hyeon's words seemed to work, as I could sense the crowd that had gathered around starting to disperse.

"Take care then, Exorcist."

"Blood stagnation tonic is good for concussions. Of course, an exorcist wouldn't get a concussion from just rolling down stairs, but just in case, I'll bring one from the pharmacy I run."

An elderly grandmother said with a kind smile.

No, please don't.

I kicked Lee Hui-hyeon's leg repeatedly, and understanding my intention, he said:

"No, there's really no need."

"You exorcists work hard for the Human World, don't you? Please think of it as my thanks for allowing us to sleep peacefully at night."

Stop, stop being so warm. Please stop giving me attention.

Finally, I removed my cloak, crumpled it, and said with a smile:

"No, I'm fine! Completely fine! I appreciate the thought. Come on, Hui-hyeon, let's go!"

"Huh? Oh."

I grabbed Lee Hui-hyeon's hand and pushed through the crowd, thinking:

I should never come to this area again.

And I need to have a serious conversation with Lee Hui-hyeon.

This son of a bitch.

Ch.47 - 1. The Last Weekend Before The First Practical Training (6)
I sat on a bench in front of a large store near where I had fallen down the alley staircase earlier. After putting my cloak back on, I carefully rubbed the back of my head.

Lee Hui-hyeon looked at me with a worried expression and asked, "Ye-a, is your head okay?"

"Yeah, it's fine. Just a bit sore."

I said as I removed my hand from the back of my head.

I had impulsively dragged Lee Hui-hyeon away with me, but now that we were alone, I felt my anger naturally subsiding.

When I was surrounded by people and subjected to that humiliating situation, my head was so hot with anger that I couldn't think straight. But now that I'd cooled down, I realized that Lee Hui-hyeon might have been doing his best to help me in his own way.

Right, he must have been quite shocked because of me. He was probably enjoying his weekend when suddenly his team leader appeared tumbling down the stairs and then greeted him while lying upside down on those same stairs.

Putting myself in Lee Hui-hyeon's position, I'd probably be quite flustered too if a classmate suddenly appeared tumbling down stairs and then casually greeted me.

So I decided to thank Lee Hui-hyeon first.

"Thanks for earlier. If it weren't for you, I might still be surrounded by those people or even carried away in an ambulance."

Even as I said it, I thought it made sense. Yes, that's definitely what would have happened.

"Are you the type who's shy around strangers?" he asked.

Why is he bringing up shyness now?

For a moment, I wondered if he was joking, so I examined his expression, but he didn't seem to be kidding.

He probably arrived at this strange conclusion through some incomprehensible logic. Lee Hui-hyeon is weird like that.

"It has nothing to do with being shy. I was just embarrassed at that moment."

"Well, if I had tumbled down the stairs like that too..."

"Shut up."

I jabbed his side to make him stop talking as he unnecessarily tried to empathize with me.

He really is just like the male Jeong Yu-na.

Since I was partly at fault for misstepping, I decided to generously overlook the mistakes Lee Hui-hyeon made while trying to handle the situation.

"By the way, Hui-hyeon, what did you mean when you said I'm an Exorcist despite how I look?"

After bringing up the one thing that bothered me the most.

The questioned Lee Hui-hyeon tilted his head slightly and said, "Did I say that?"

"You did. You said, 'Ye-a is an Exorcist despite how she looks.'"

After hearing my words, Lee Hui-hyeon placed his left hand under his chin, thought for a moment, and then said, "Really? I was so flustered then that I didn't even know what I was saying. I must have misspoken. I'm sorry if it upset you."

I nodded at Lee Hui-hyeon's clean explanation and apology.

"Okay, that's fine then."

But at the same time, I felt uneasy.

What is this? I clearly received an apology, so why do I feel like I've been played?

As I sat there feeling inexplicably uncomfortable, Lee Hui-hyeon asked me, "So how did you end up in that situation?"

How did I end up there?

I had been lounging in bed enjoying my leisurely weekend when I left home to pass on the Path to you.

Then I sat waiting in front of your door, but got hungry and went to eat at a soup restaurant at the top of the alley staircase near Yegak Academy.

After that, I spotted you passing by the restaurant entrance, rushed out to follow you down the stairs, and misstepped, tumbling down those stairs.

Though the explanation was simple, there was no way I could tell Lee Hui-hyeon this, so I made something up.

"I was just going down the stairs when I suddenly misstepped and fell."

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been looking at the road until then, turned his gaze toward me.

"Really? Did you feel like you were being pushed or anything?"

I laughed at Lee Hui-hyeon's question.

"You know there are no spirits around Yegak Academy that would play such pranks. Besides, if a spirit tried to play such a trick on an Exorcist near Yegak Academy, it would be exorcised immediately."

"I guess so..."

Lee Hui-hyeon muttered while looking at the road.

"Yeah, you're right. It's near Yegak Academy with lots of people passing by, so no one would do such a thing. They'd have to be stupid."

Stupid, huh? It felt like he was indirectly mocking me for tumbling down the stairs without it being a ghost's prank, but I forced a smile and said, "Right. It was really stupid. Of all places to tumble like that."

And I gave a slight smile.

Great, I look totally cool.

This is exactly how the Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan and Team Leader should appear.

Then, realizing this wasn't something to be happy about, I felt my momentary satisfaction calmly subside.

What was I even happy about?

"I see. So Ye-a is someone who makes such mistakes too."

Lee Hui-hyeon muttered as if recalling something, staring blankly into space.

Even though I was the one who had tumbled down the stairs, looking at him now, it seemed more like Lee Hui-hyeon had been the one to fall.

"Today was special. It won't happen again."

"Just today?"

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been staring into space, looked at me with a puzzled expression.

Fortunately, it was a minor slip of the tongue, so I nodded and said, "Yes, just today. One experience of tumbling down stairs is enough. And just in case, don't tell anyone about what happened today. Especially not Jeong Yu-na."

"Right, if it were Yu-na, she'd definitely bring it up saying things like Ye-a fell because she's a baby with weak legs. Okay, I won't tell."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's teasing words, I jabbed him again and said, "Don't use Jeong Yu-na as an excuse to tease me."

Seriously, I'll kill you.

"Well, I have other business to attend to, so I'll be going now."

I unconsciously grabbed Lee Hui-hyeon's wrist as he was about to get up and asked, "Huh? We finally met like this, and you're just going to leave?"

"I have urgent business. Actually, being here this long has already delayed me quite a bit, so I should get going."

But I need to pass on the Path to you somehow. If I just let you go now, everything that happened today would be meaningless.

Though everyone would be gathering at my house on Monday for ancestral prayers, it would be unnatural to do it then, so I wanted to finish it over the weekend. So I said to Lee Hui-hyeon, "Then are you free tomorrow? It's still the weekend tomorrow."

"Tomorrow... Would evening work for you?"

"Evening? What time?"

"7 PM."

7 PM. I thought the timing wasn't bad.

"Okay, let's meet then."

"Alright, I'm really going now."

"See you tomorrow evening."

Lee Hui-hyeon waved lightly and walked toward Yegak Academy.

And when Lee Hui-hyeon was far enough away, I muttered quietly, "You annoying bastard."

Having managed to set up an appointment with Lee Hui-hyeon almost desperately, I thought:

This guy is playing hard to get like crazy.

It's a bit awkward to say this myself, but in the previous cycle, others tried their best just to talk to me once, and no matter how much they begged, I never met them. Yet here's our protagonist Lee Hui-hyeon, setting the appointment time himself.

Is this the power of a dating sim protagonist?

It's depressing. Damn it.

But what can I do? It's necessary to save the world.

Putting aside unnecessary thoughts, I looked in the direction Lee Hui-hyeon had gone, but he had already disappeared from sight.

Man, he's fast.

As I got up from the bench and stretched, I remembered that I hadn't received my change from the restaurant at the top of the alley stairs earlier.

What should I do? Should I go get it or not?

After a brief deliberation, I headed to the restaurant to get my change.

Yes, I should get it. 4,500 hwan isn't a small amount.

After getting my change, I felt a bit better thinking about going to a teahouse for some tea.

Ye-a.

<>

"Young Mistress, you called for me."

Around the same time, Jin Seo-yeon had called Kang Jeong-rip to her room.

After entering through the door, the old man bowed his head, folded his hands neatly, and waited for the next order. Jin Seo-yeon said to him, "Yes, you didn't tell anyone else as you came, did you?"

"Of course not. You told me to come alone and secretly. May I ask what you wanted to tell me?"

"Baek Ye-a."

Kang Jeong-rip, who had been bowing his head, raised it slightly.

"While I'm away on my field training, investigate everything about Baek Ye-a and report back to me. Focus especially on Baek Ye-a's past and relationships. Don't miss anyone who was even briefly around her. I can assign one or two more people to assist you, but no more than that."

"Understood."

Instead of asking Jin Seo-yeon anything, Kang Jeong-rip simply bowed his head and accepted the order obediently.

After all, the order he received was to 'secretly investigate the Baek Clan's Successor Candidate, Baek Ye-a.'

If you understand the order, you simply follow it.

This had been the long-standing practice of the Jin Clan.

"You may go now."

After dismissing Kang Jeong-rip, Jin Seo-yeon sat in her room and thought about Baek Ye-a.

Baek Ye-a.

She's certainly a talented Exorcist with good eyes.

But there were too many unnatural aspects about Baek Ye-a.

Of course, most of these unnatural aspects could be overlooked. After all, such things were outside Jin Seo-yeon's interest.

But there was one unnaturalness that Jin Seo-yeon absolutely couldn't ignore.

It was how Baek Ye-a had seen through the gaps in the Jin Rangnang Spear Technique and the Destruction Divine Spear Style and struck through them.

To think there was someone who could see through the gaps in a spear technique transition that had only become known a generation ago, and after just a few exchanges.

Even if, for argument's sake, one could accept that she saw through it, there was still something unnatural.

No matter how excellent the Baek Clan's dynamic vision might be, could there really be someone who could see the gap in a spear technique transition during their first exchange and immediately strike?

And precisely at the desired spot?

No, such a person couldn't exist.

Baek Ye-a possesses something beyond innate qualities and talent.

This was both the intuition of Jin Seo-yeon as an Exorcist of the Jin Clan with wolf divine beast blood, and the conclusion she reached as the successor of the Jin Clan after careful consideration.

"There's something there. Definitely."

Jin Seo-yeon muttered quietly and then fell into thought.

Ch.48 - 1. The Last Weekend Before The First Practical Training (7)
Sunday afternoon. Lee Hui-hyeon ultimately failed to find the culprit.

Of course, the culprit was Cheongdam, but what mattered wasn't the culprit himself but the body he had possessed. A vessel of sufficient quality to operate near Yegak Academy where the Divine Sandalwood Tree stood was a dangerous element.

That's why Hui-hyeon had been searching from Friday to Sunday to destroy Cheongdam's vessel, but ultimately failed to find it.

Moreover, the various security companies that had been enchanted by Cheongdam, as well as the security company that had sent people to Baek Ye-a's house—which he had discovered through those companies—were uncooperative with Hui-hyeon.

The security company employees' memories of that day had been altered without any sense of dissonance. The person who had been sent to Baek Ye-a's house was listed under the name of someone completely unrelated to the vessel. Some even threatened to sue if he continued making "baseless claims" that might damage their reputation, despite the inconsistencies he pointed out in their stories.

In any case, Hui-hyeon had no choice but to back off from their self-protective attitudes and eagerness to cover things up, but he wasn't particularly disheartened.

He was used to this sort of thing.

Through various experiences, Hui-hyeon believed he knew most of the techniques Cheongdam might employ, but he still found it difficult to deal with the variables that emerged once Cheongdam felt he had been outmaneuvered. As Hui-hyeon reviewed multiple times to see if he had missed anything, or if other variables might emerge while he was focused elsewhere, he thought of Baek Ye-a.

Come to think of it, Ye-a falling down the stairs really was an accident.

Just to be sure, he had immediately checked the stairs after parting with Ye-a, but the more he checked, the clearer it became that it was simply Ye-a's mistake, which left Hui-hyeon slightly bewildered.

At least the Ye-a he knew...

No, it was clearly an accident, so there was no point in overthinking it.

Right now, Hui-hyeon had an important task: stabilizing the area around Yegak Academy and minimizing the influence of demonic energy.

Just because this land would eventually be abandoned didn't mean they should allow enemies to infiltrate and hasten that process.

In Ye-a's case, he wanted to verify whether the filth within the Barrier had been properly eliminated, or if there might be other spells concealed by perception-altering dark arts. He had deliberately encouraged the tradition-minded Jeong Yu-na to hold a blessing ceremony at Ye-a's house, so he could confirm the details then.

What mattered now was meeting Jeon In-hwa, whom he had arranged to meet on Friday, in case things didn't wrap up neatly.



While waiting for Hui-hyeon, Jeon In-hwa was reading a book in a private room at an upscale tea house called Dogwajeom (Path and Fruit Shop).

Normally, In-hwa making time like this would be unthinkable. She typically wouldn't spare a glance for personal matters when there were official duties to attend to.

She was waiting at this tea house only because the person she had arranged to meet was Lee Hui-hyeon.

That peculiar person who had suddenly approached her and asked to be taught the scriptures.

And for some reason, despite having met only recently, someone she felt strangely familiar with.

As the door opened, In-hwa spoke without taking her eyes off her book.

"You view these troubled times as your playground, caring more about displaying power and building influence than fundamentally ending the chaos. Of course, being superior to the ruffians running amok throughout the world, you could certainly subdue them and achieve your goals. But the world you create through force, without benevolence or harmony, will be nothing but an illusion that dissipates like a mirage once you and your capable descendants are gone, and an incompetent leader takes charge."

After finishing this passage from a Won-gak Cult educational novel for children, In-hwa looked up at Hui-hyeon, who greeted her casually.

"Hello, In-hwa."

"Your response?"

As In-hwa looked at him expectantly, waiting for an answer to what she had just recited, Hui-hyeon smiled and replied.

"Your greatest flaw is that you assign meaning and gravity to everything. Not all humans live constantly gazing upward as you do. I have pacified the chaotic world, gathered people, and helped them overcome 'the fear from outside.' I have given purpose to those who had none, finally allowing them to fulfill their role as complete human beings. While you were busy seducing people with your empty idealism, I never withdrew my practical helping hand. Shall I continue with what comes next?"

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, In-hwa tilted her head slightly.

"You've seen what comes after? Hmm, you really do memorize quickly. It's only been two days since Friday."

"When my teacher assigns something to memorize, how could I ignore it?"

When Hui-hyeon referred to her as his teacher, In-hwa covered her mouth and laughed.

"Indeed, I did tell you to memorize it because you claimed to have a good memory, but I didn't expect you to actually do it. I'm genuinely impressed. So, for your next assignment..."

"I understand what you're trying to say. Even if I'm good at something, I shouldn't speak of it and act arrogantly. Right? I won't do it anymore."

At Hui-hyeon's words, In-hwa smiled slightly and asked.

"So why did you want to meet on a weekend like this? I doubt Friday's lesson was insufficient. I came out only because of your request, not because I have extra time on weekends, so I'd appreciate it if we could finish quickly."

In response to In-hwa's question, Hui-hyeon pulled out some documents from inside his coat and placed them on the table, pushing them toward In-hwa.

"What's this?"

"Would you read it for me?"

In-hwa looked down at the documents Hui-hyeon had pushed toward her for a moment, then picked up the top file.

"These appear to be records of your exorcisms of evil spirits. I doubt you're showing me this because you want to join my team now. Why are you showing me this?"

"Those are records I kept while performing exorcisms in provincial areas away from Yegak Academy. They're all records of evil spirits that possessed human bodies or caused equivalent harm to humans."

The regional names in Hui-hyeon's documents were diverse.

Consistent with the weakening of the Divine Sandalwood Tree and the rampant activities of World-Ending Cult followers across the human world, incidents occurred at short intervals and with high frequency.

But these were things that Jeon In-hwa, as the successor to the Jeon Clan, had either experienced firsthand or seen countless times. Hui-hyeon would know this too, so there was no particular reason to show her this information.

Which meant...

After briefly scanning the documents, In-hwa said to Hui-hyeon.

"It seems there's a common pattern among the households where these incidents occur."

"You already know before I even explain?"

"I am the successor to the Jeon Clan. Extracting key information from such common documents is nothing to me. The common factor is that they all hired cheap security companies."

*Just as I thought, she figured it out immediately.* Hui-hyeon nodded and said.

"That's right. With rumors of the revival of World-Ending demons and the general instability these days, people in the outlands often call unverified security companies to set up Barriers. As I went around performing exorcisms, I found some who were tampering with these Barriers."

"What do you mean by tampering?"

In-hwa looked at him as if asking for further explanation, and Hui-hyeon continued.

"Actually, the evil spirits I exorcised weren't powerful enough to possess human bodies. The same goes for those that caused incidents equivalent to possession. At first, I thought I might have misunderstood something and didn't think much of it, but as these incidents kept happening frequently, I started looking for common factors among the places where they occurred. And what I found was..."

"That all the places where these underpowered evil spirits appeared were using Barriers?"

"Exactly."

After hearing Hui-hyeon's explanation, In-hwa checked the documents again and asked.

"But is it possible to use Barriers in this way?"

"I thought the Jeon Clan would understand well since you use similar techniques. Structurally speaking, aren't the formations of the Jeon Clan quite similar to these Barrier techniques?"

"That's insulting. Our Jeon Clan doesn't use such techniques on humans... though we do use them on monsters and demons. So how did you handle this situation?"

"I explained the situation, destroyed the structures, and told them to use verified companies from then on."

In-hwa, who had been examining the documents, looked up at Hui-hyeon.

"But judging by the fact that you arranged to meet with me, I assume there were limitations to that solution?"

Hui-hyeon thought to himself, *She's quick to understand, which is good.*

"That's right, because such solutions are merely stopgap measures. I told them to destroy the structures and use verified companies, but I felt a more proper solution was needed."

A more proper solution.

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, In-hwa recalled the doctrinal corruption incident that had occurred in the Won-gak Cult.

After resolving that incident, they had indefinitely frozen doctrinal revisions to create a system that would prevent such incidents from recurring.

Perhaps because it hadn't been long since such a major incident, Hui-hyeon's words sounded to In-hwa like a warning before something happened, but to confirm a few puzzling points, she said to Hui-hyeon.

"Hui-hyeon, may I ask a few questions?"

"By all means."

With Hui-hyeon's permission, In-hwa voiced the questions she had been pondering.

"How did you know that someone had tampered with the structures maintaining the Barriers? You don't seem to be an exorcist who specializes in Barrier techniques."

To In-hwa's question, Hui-hyeon gave the answer he had prepared in advance.

"I found out by chance. I once caught a minion of a cult that worships World-Ending demons, and he happened to work at a security company. I interrogated him and found out."

"Caught a cult minion and interrogated him... You seem quite experienced, Hui-hyeon."

"This level of experience is common among preparatory students admitted to Yegak Academy. Don't you know that, In-hwa?"

Hearing Hui-hyeon's answer, In-hwa understood well enough and moved on to her next question.

"Then why bring this to me? You could have discussed this with Baek Ye-a instead."

"I thought this matter needed someone who could handle it decisively."

"Someone who could handle it decisively?"

"Yes, as you know, Ye-a is a Successor Candidate, not a Successor. She can't mobilize her own forces to handle matters, and I was concerned that if I told her, the information might leak to others, with unpredictable consequences."

"That's quite a disrespectful statement about the leader of your own team."

"But it's also the plain truth."

Looking into Hui-hyeon's unwavering eyes, In-hwa was somehow reminded of Baek Ye-a from the past.

The image of Ye-a who had radically abbreviated the teachings of "The Enlightened One" by comparing them to destruction.

Perhaps these two were very similar beings, she thought as she briefly gazed into Hui-hyeon's black eyes with their red rims. Then she sighed lightly and said.

"I suppose you're right."

Thinking it was now appropriate to explain why he had called her out, Hui-hyeon said to In-hwa.

"So, could you investigate the ledgers and identities of security companies near Yegak Academy? Earlier I mentioned telling people to use verified companies, but on second thought, even verified companies might not be completely trustworthy. Especially here, near Yegak Academy, people might be less vigilant than in the outlands, potentially creating more vulnerabilities."

"You mean blind spots... Did you prepare all this just to make that one request?"

"Well, I am trying to persuade the successor of the Jeon Clan."

In-hwa tapped her fingers on the table for a moment, then looked at Hui-hyeon and said.

"Alright, Hui-hyeon. Since you've brought this information, I'll investigate as a preventive measure. I'll also order investigations in other regions. As expected, you don't turn a blind eye even to the slightest signs of evil arising from injustice."

In-hwa smiled, thinking that she liked Hui-hyeon even more now.



After sending In-hwa off first, Hui-hyeon left Dogwajeom feeling relieved that things had gone well.

In truth, the information he had given to In-hwa was just a patchwork of cases where Barriers had actually been set up, compiled appropriately.

Even if it wasn't for a situation like the current one, he had provided free exorcisms in the past and then lied to have the structures destroyed as a warning about the vulnerabilities in Barriers. Based on In-hwa's attitude today, he felt that might have been unnecessary.

Still, he had achieved his goal.

During the process of investigating identities and ledgers, if there were any suspicious elements, In-hwa's side would periodically exert influence over groups related to security companies. It was safe to say that it would now be difficult to tamper with Barriers around Yegak Academy.

Of course, the security companies would find this inconvenient, but it was a small price to pay for their failure to handle matters themselves.

Even with all these measures, they had only plugged one major hole without addressing the fundamental issue. But even a stopgap measure would be enough if it held for a few years.

Later on, it wouldn't matter anyway.

"Now it's time to meet Ye-a."

Hui-hyeon felt a headache coming on as he contemplated this new challenge.

Ch.49 - 1. The Last Weekend Before The First Practical Training (8)
Before heading out to meet Lee Hui-hyeon, I left home early and made my way to a teahouse at a leisurely pace.

The reason I was going to the teahouse was because I felt I needed to repay Lee Hui-hyeon for his help last time, even if not with money, at least with something tangible.

Besides that, I also felt the need to bring some food since we would be having a long conversation about the Path to Enlightenment I would be teaching him.

"Welcome to Changyun Teahouse!"

As I opened the door and entered, the employees greeted me.

"Hello. Thank you for your hard work."

After receiving their greeting, I looked at the menu board behind the employees and then surveyed the display case.

Just as cafes in the real world sell more than just coffee, including various snacks, teahouses in the "Killing the Unkillable" world often sold simple snacks as well.

In the display case, there were honey rice cakes labeled as "best-seller" in small letters, but since I didn't particularly like rice cakes either in reality or here, I glanced at them briefly before looking at other snacks.

Besides rice cakes, the display case contained dasik (tea confections), yumilgwa, yakgwa, and what this world called danmuk, which was similar to yanggaeng.

I wonder which of these Hui-hyeon would like.

"Hmm, besides rice cakes, what's selling best these days?"

"These days, yumilgwa and dasik are selling well. Especially the dasik—we've recently introduced a new manufacturing method that has greatly improved the texture. Customers who've tried it say it melts in your mouth, unlike before."

"I see. Thank you for the helpful explanation."

Normally when thinking of dasik, one might imagine hard confections that could break your teeth if you bite them wrong, but in this world, there seems to be high demand for these types of confections, so they're mass-produced in factories with quality comparable to premium products in the real world.

And now they've improved even further? I definitely have to try them.

Feeling grateful for the kind explanation and thinking I should come back here again, I ordered yumilgwa, dasik, and two cups of honey tea, then paid.

After paying, I stepped back and waited. Behind me, I heard the door open and two sets of footsteps entering.

From the sound of the footsteps, one seems to be a child and the other an Exorcist?

"Welcome to Changyun Teahouse!"

"Hello!"

Hearing the energetic voice of a young girl behind me, I turned around to see Huye Jin in casual clothes—a long dress—and a mini Huye Jin who looked exactly like her, staring at me with wide eyes.

<>

Huye In

Age: 8
Gender: Female

Status
Normal

<>

Looking with my All-Seeing Eye, I could see the young girl's name was Huye In. Due to her young age and undeveloped vessel, the information I could see was limited.

Is this the younger sister Huye Jin mentioned in the previous cycle?

Thinking that she resembled Huye Jin so much that she would grow up to look exactly like her, I greeted Huye Jin.

"Huye Jin? What a coincidence meeting you here. What brings you here?"

As I smiled and greeted her, Huye Jin smiled back and replied.

"My sister wanted something sweet before returning to the main house, so I came out to buy her something."

Ah, I see. But as the successor of the Huye Clan, why come to a place like this instead of somewhere better?

"I see. Who's the child next to you? She looks a lot like you. Is she your younger sister?"

"That's right. This is my younger sister. In, say hello. This is Baek Ye-a, a fellow student from my class and a successor candidate of the Baek Clan."

At Huye Jin's prompting, Huye In, who had been clinging to her sister, stepped forward and bowed politely.

"Hello. I am Huye In of the Huye Clan. Pleased to meet you."

Seeing Huye In greeting me so politely with her cute childlike voice, hands clasped and head bowed, I smiled and said:

"Nice to meet you. I'm Baek Ye-a, successor candidate of the Baek Clan. I look forward to knowing you."

After exchanging pleasantries like any young lady would, Huye In stared intently at my face.

Why is she looking at me like that?

"Do you have something to say to me?"

When I asked, Huye In tilted her head to the side and said:

"Have we met somewhere before? I don't know why, but you look familiar."

Have we met before? I thought for a moment but couldn't recall anything, so I said to Huye In:

"No, I don't think we've met before. Do you think you've seen me somewhere?"

"Umm, I'm sorry. I must be mistaken. Please excuse me."

After staring at my face for a moment, Huye In bowed her head apologetically.

Huye Jin, who had been watching this exchange with a somewhat peculiar expression, smiled and said to Huye In:

"In, if you're done talking, go choose what you'd like to eat."

"Aren't you going to choose something too, Jin unnie?"

"I already know what I want, so I'm fine. And since it's your last day, you can choose whatever you like."

"Yay! I love you, unnie!"

After hugging Huye Jin, Huye In scampered off to the display case. Huye Jin then turned to me.

"Ye-a, have you finished all your preparations for the first practical training?"

"Since the training period starts next week, I finished my preparations a while ago. Have you prepared well too, Huye Jin?"

"Yes, all that's left is to offer prayers to the ancestral spirits on Monday."

"So the Huye Clan offers prayers too?"

When I asked this question based on this world's common knowledge, Huye Jin nodded and said:

"Yes. I don't believe in superstitions, but since the squad members I'll be working with do, I'll participate. I believe that unless the dead are possessed by demons, they return to this world through reincarnation, so there are no ancestral spirits. But rather than causing discord by insisting on my beliefs, I've decided to offer prayers."

This statement reflected the Huye Clan's practical and secular tendencies, even as they tried to follow the teachings of the Won-gak Cult to the letter.

I suppose this level of flexibility is necessary when leading people with different beliefs.

"Jin unnie, I've chosen everything!"

Just as we finished our conversation, Huye In came running back to Huye Jin with a smile.

"You've chosen everything? Then shall we place the order?"

"Yes!"

As Huye Jin and Huye In went to place their order, my drinks and snacks arrived shortly after.

"Here are your two cups of honey tea, yumilgwa, and dasik."

"Thank you."

As I stood checking that everything was correct, Huye Jin, who had finished ordering more quickly than expected given how long Huye In took to choose, asked me:

"You ordered two cups of tea?"

Huye Jin looked at me curiously, as if ordering two cups was strange.

"Yes, I'm going to share them with Hui-hyeon later."

"With Hui-hyeon?"

Hearing Huye Jin's slightly raised tone, I suddenly became alert.

This damn mouth of mine. Here we go again with the blunders.

Though it wasn't as big a mistake as showing off my "talent" in front of everyone last time, I always seem to make these small errors.

But showing any sign of discomfort now would only make her more suspicious, so I replied casually:

"Yes, Hui-hyeon and I are friends beyond just being team leader and team member. He helped me out last time, so I wanted to repay him."

"Is that so? But I'm sure we had an agreement..."

"An agreement?"

What agreement?

"No, it's nothing."

Huye Jin, who had half-opened her mouth, closed it again and after a moment said to me:

"Are you and Hui-hyeon perhaps in a close relationship?"

"...Excuse me?"

What the hell kind of nonsense is this?

I almost blurted that out, but I managed to compose myself at the last second and replied with disbelief:

"What did you say?"

"I asked if you and Hui-hyeon are dating."

Far from backing down, Huye Jin came back with an even more aggressive question.

Just because I'm buying drinks to share with Lee Hui-hyeon, her imagination runs that wild?

"No, we're not. Hui-hyeon and I are just close friends, definitely not that kind of relationship. If we were dating, would I have competed with you like that?"

Hearing my response, Huye Jin looked at me with a somewhat ambiguous expression.

This strange standoff between Huye Jin and me was interrupted by Huye In's voice.

"Unnie! Our order is ready!"

Huye In, who had been quietly watching the counter, probably thinking it would be impolite to interrupt while Huye Jin and I were talking, called out when their snacks were ready.

As Huye Jin went to the counter to receive their order and headed toward the door, she smiled at me and said:

"I see. I didn't mean to pry—I wouldn't have recruited Hui-hyeon to my team with that kind of intention. I'm sorry for being presumptuous. Take care, Ye-a."

"As long as you understand you were out of line, it's fine. Goodbye, Huye Jin."

"Goodbye, unnie!"

"Goodbye to you too."

After the two left, I finally let my carefully maintained expression crumple as I muttered:

"Damn it."

What does she mean by "that kind of intention"?

I just ran into her for no reason and got insulted.

I hope she falls down the stairs just like I did.

<>

"Unnie, that girl—she's the one who fell down the stairs that time, right?"

As soon as they left the teahouse, Huye In asked Huye Jin.

"Yes, that's right. She's the one who fell down the stairs. Did you pretend not to know earlier on purpose?"

"Yes, you told me yesterday that she fell down the stairs by accident, not as part of training. I know how embarrassing it is when people see you make mistakes, so I thought about how she must feel."

Huye Jin smiled at her sister's thoughtfulness.

"That's right, In. As members of a powerful clan, there are times when we must pretend not to see what we've seen or not to know what we know. You were very mature today."

"I'm happy to receive your praise, unnie."

Huye In beamed with a bright smile after being complimented by Huye Jin.

"But Jin unnie, why do you dislike that girl?"

"Dislike her?"

Huye In nodded at Huye Jin's question.

"Yes!"

"Dislike..."

After hearing Huye In's words, Huye Jin thought for a moment and then said:

"In, you're still young after all."

"Am I too young?"

"You'll understand when you're your unnie's age."

Huye Jin smiled as she patted her young sister's head.

<>

"I didn't expect your actual self to come when I called."

At the same time, Lee Hui-hyeon was facing the person he had previously encountered as a Gasaengi.

The man smiling smugly despite having been beaten severely enough to kill an ordinary person was definitely the one he knew.

"I'm rather surprised you didn't anticipate this. Isn't this a perfect opportunity to get close to you?"

After closing his eyes tightly for a moment and opening them again, Lee Hui-hyeon said to the figure before him:

"So, you were watching everything. I thought I had reduced it enough."

"No matter how much you reduce it, my eyes and ears don't completely disappear."

"How did you keep watch?"

"If I tell you that, won't you just eliminate that method too?"

"I see, so at least you're something that can be eliminated. But killing you right now might also be a good option."

Though the man recognized this was not a mere threat but a genuine statement, he continued to smile smugly and said:

"Now? Me? If you did that, Baek Ye-a would discover my corpse. Even with your power, could you dispose of my body before Baek Ye-a arrives?"

No sooner had he finished speaking than the front of the man's hair was sliced off.

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had drawn his sword in an instant, glared at the man and said:

"Hwayun, if you keep mouthing off, I really will kill you. And stop showing your teeth before I pull them all out."

"Yes, sir."

To the man who now sat quietly, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"The reason I'm letting you live right now is partly because Ye-a will soon be coming to my room, but also because I'm afraid another catastrophe might occur if I kill you like last time. If this place were just a little less crowded, I would have simply cut off your head. But if you keep getting on my nerves, I'll kill you regardless of what happens."

"Yes..."

Understanding this was a one-sided declaration that required no response, Hwayun asked Lee Hui-hyeon:

"By the way, aren't you going to ask why I've come to you directly after avoiding you for so long?"

"Should I ask?"

As Lee Hui-hyeon silently glared at Hwayun, the doorbell rang, and Baek Ye-a's voice was heard.

"Hui-hyeon, are you in there?"

As if his previous expression had been a lie, Lee Hui-hyeon's face returned to its usual demeanor. Before going to open the door, he said to Hwayun:

"From now on, you're a mute ghost. A mute ghost who can't say anything. Go into the kitchen now and don't even make the sound of breathing. If you crawl out in the middle of this and touch even a hair on Ye-a's head, or say anything that might make Ye-a suspicious, you'll die with your limbs cut off. Understand?"

"Yes, if I speak, I die with my limbs cut off. But wouldn't it be better to just say I'm a relative? Actually, we have a similar rela—"

Hwayun closed his mouth as a blade was pressed against his neck.

"Good. Stay that way."

"Hui-hyeon!"

"Oh! Just a moment!"

After dragging Hwayun by the nape of his neck and shoving him into the kitchen, Lee Hui-hyeon wrapped his sword in bandages and opened the door for Baek Ye-a.

Ch.50 - 1. The Last Weekend Before The First Practical Training (9)
After sending the delusional creep Hueng-jin and the baby Huye In ahead, I left the café and headed straight to Lee Hui-hyeon's dormitory.

That two-faced bitch from the previous timeline, spreading weird rumors about me dating Lee Hui-hyeon.

She was already unlikable, but starting unnecessary competition from the beginning made her even more detestable.

I don't understand why everyone, from Jeong Yu-na to Huye Jin, is so desperate to pair me with Lee Hui-hyeon.

Is this some dating sim system correction? Damn it.

"Sigh..."

After arriving at the dormitory, I stood in front of Lee Hui-hyeon's door on the third floor. I took a small deep breath to calm my irritation, then pressed the doorbell and called out.

"Hui-hyeon, are you in there?"

I waited for a moment, but there was no response from inside.

What's going on? Is he not back yet?

I knocked on the door again and called out.

"Hui-hyeon!"

"Oh! Just a moment!"

After a somewhat urgent-sounding shout from inside, Hui-hyeon opened the door.

"What took you so long? What were you doing?"

"Sorry, I was in the bathroom."

Ah, that makes sense. If he was in the bathroom, he probably couldn't hear the doorbell clearly.

"Anyway, Hui-hyeon, ta-da!"

I showed him the paper bag I was holding, just as I would with any friend.

"Oh, what's this?"

"Snacks. I bought them to share since you treated me last time."

Hui-hyeon smiled slightly and said, "I see, thank you. I actually haven't had dinner yet."

"You haven't eaten dinner? Why?"

"Just ended up that way. Don't just stand there, come in and sit down."

Hui-hyeon took the paper bag from me as he spoke.

Following Hui-hyeon from the entrance into the room, I noticed the place looked somewhat disheveled, as if he had been doing something until just now.

Last time, it was so neat and tidy that I wondered if anyone actually lived here. Had he been exercising?

"Hui-hyeon, were you working out? The room looks a bit messy."

Hui-hyeon placed the paper bag on the desk and said, "I guess I've been too busy all weekend to clean up. I'll get a small table."

"Okay."

As Hui-hyeon went to the kitchen to get the table, there was a loud thump!

"Hui-hyeon, what was that? Are you okay?"

"Yes! It's nothing. I just bumped into the wall while getting the table."

That's not right. That sound was definitely similar to someone's head hitting something hard.

But since there couldn't possibly be anyone here besides Hui-hyeon and me, I figured I must have misheard and remained quietly seated.

After setting up the table and placing the snacks on it, I asked Hui-hyeon, "I bought honey tea, yumilgwa, and dasik. You don't dislike any of these, right?"

"No, I'm grateful for whatever you brought."

"I guess you don't like them enough to buy them regularly?"

Hui-hyeon took a sip of honey tea and said, "No, I sometimes buy them when I'm out and feeling peckish. Things like yumilgwa or yakgwa."

So I got the yumilgwa right, at least.

Actually, dasik is also a type of yumilgwa, so I guess I got everything right.

I've already decided to bring candy and danmuk for our field practice, but wondering if the other kids might have different preferences, I picked up a piece of yumilgwa and asked Hui-hyeon, "Hui-hyeon, do you know what snacks the other kids like?"

"I'm not sure about Yu-na, but Ho-jin likes pumpkin yeot, and Su-a likes rice cakes, especially rainbow rice cakes."

"Pumpkin yeot would be good to bring since it keeps well. Rice cakes would be difficult because they get moldy easily. How do you know all this?"

I asked out of curiosity, even though I was the one who brought it up. Hui-hyeon responded with four undeniable words.

"Because we're friends."

"I see."

The conversation continued for a while after that.

I had planned to have a quick chat and then pass on the Path, but we ended up discussing tomorrow's blessing ceremony, talking about the other kids, and having conversations typical of a Team Leader and Assistant Team Leader before getting to the main point.

While Lee Hui-hyeon's bus was my top priority, I also felt it was important to look after the children.

When there was a brief pause in the conversation, I decided we'd talked enough and said to Hui-hyeon, "Hui-hyeon, I have something I'd like to discuss privately again."

"Right, you mentioned having something to think about on Friday too."

"That's right. By the way, I learned a great lesson last Thursday. Thanks to you, I no longer think like a child. All thanks to our Hui-hyeon."

"I'm glad it helped. You seemed angry then, but I'm happy you found it educational."

I was still somewhat bitter about Thursday and was being sarcastic, but Hui-hyeon just smiled and said he was glad.

Does this guy not understand sarcasm?

No, that's not it.

Thinking about it, it was my fault for choosing a strange topic, and Hui-hyeon hadn't really said anything wrong.

Looking at the situation objectively, a Team Leader with misguided thoughts corrected their thinking thanks to the Assistant Team Leader's advice and is now expressing gratitude.

In other words, there's no room to misinterpret my "expression of gratitude."

As I've felt before, I resented my rational thinking in this strange situation and smiled at Hui-hyeon, saying, "Seriously, damn it."

"No, it's nothing. By the way, Ye-a always remembers to express gratitude."

"People shouldn't be stingy with gratitude. When you always express thanks, good things keep coming your way because they feel welcome."

"Oh, that's really good advice! Let me try it then. Ye-a, thank you damn much for being my friend. Ye-a, you're my damn best friend."

"..."

Though I'm sure that wasn't his intention, I felt an inexplicable uneasiness as his comebacks seemed to be getting more sophisticated.

Having unnecessarily added that comment and received a mouthful of "damn" in return, I barely managed to curl up the corners of my mouth and said to Hui-hyeon, "I'm happy to hear that from you."

Thinking it was time to get to the main point, I spoke up.

"So, could you give me your hand again like last time?"

"Holding hands again?"

"Last time ended unsatisfactorily. Let's try again to make up for it."

It sounded a bit forced, but Hui-hyeon willingly extended his hand.

I took his hand, interlacing our fingers, and began to draw out my Path to transfer it to Hui-hyeon, just as I had attempted before.

The Path that began seeping from deep within my heart started flowing through my spiritual meridians toward Hui-hyeon.

"The topic I want to discuss this time is about Annihilate Demons and Save the World."

And I brought up the topic of Annihilate Demons and Save the World, which could be considered the most common yet fundamental ideology and cause in the Human World.

"Annihilate Demons and Save the World? That's a common topic."

"Yes, but it's as deep as it is common. Unlike other topics with established conclusions, Annihilate Demons and Save the World is still an ideology where people argue with different claims."

And it's easy to have a long conversation about it. Of course, I didn't say that out loud.

"So you want to discuss Annihilate Demons and Save the World this time?"

"That's right. I want to examine something that seems so obvious we might overlook it."

It was actually nonsense, but it seemed to work better than expected as Hui-hyeon listened to me with a surprisingly serious expression.

Am I unexpectedly good with words?

"What do you think is most important in Annihilate Demons and Save the World, Hui-hyeon?"

After thinking for a moment, Hui-hyeon answered, "Not making excuses."

That was an unexpected answer.

"Excuses?"

"Yes. The characteristic of humans who occasionally use the cause of Annihilate Demons and Save the World as a privilege of absolution is that they don't take responsibility for their actions. They try to rationalize their choices with various excuses. But that only makes things worse. So I think what's important is to first feel responsibility without making excuses."

"That's quite a harsh statement."

"But it's neither wrong nor heretical. My statement is made on the premise that I affirm the cause of Annihilate Demons and Save the World, and I'm only criticizing humans who exploit it."

As can be seen from its spirit of cooperation, the Won-gak Cult accepts and affirms opinions much more broadly than other religious groups, though not as much as real-world democracy.

In particular, there wasn't a single technological development or research group that didn't receive support from the Won-gak Cult. This stemmed from a doctrine that had persisted for a thousand years, believing that technological advancement helps with demon annihilation and world salvation, rather than from any special reform of consciousness.

But this flexibility and relative freedom of speech were only affirmed on the premise that one affirmed the cause of Annihilate Demons and Save the World.

The Won-gak Cult, being a religious group, never tolerated "heresy."

So since Hui-hyeon's words weren't wrong, I nodded and said, "You're right, that's true."

As we conversed, the Path finally began flowing through my arm into Hui-hyeon.

I finally passed it on. If I hadn't backed down after all that effort on Thursday, I wouldn't have had to spend the weekend on this.

I thought I'd just let go once the Path was transferred and say I'd learned what I wanted to know.

But what I saw in front of me wasn't Hui-hyeon but a woman wearing a black traditional outfit.

"...Huh?"

Looking around, I found myself not in Hui-hyeon's home but in some dark place.
A dark place with no one around.

...No, looking more carefully, it was dark, but there were many people gathered, watching me.

Countless people with black eyes showing no features, watching me.

They were just watching from the darkness, but I could tell they were measuring something about me.

But what exactly?

"Hui-hyeon?"

I finally called out to the woman holding my hand, but she didn't answer. She kept her head down, then gradually raised it and spoke in a cracked voice.

"An incomplete, deficient half that hasn't even awakened."

It sounded like she was talking to herself, but also to me. I asked her, "...What? What does that mean?"

Finally, the woman raised her head and met my gaze.

She had the same black eyes with red rims as Hui-hyeon, but these eyes had an ominous glow with particularly bright red borders.

"Where did you leave the other half?"

"That's certainly a fresh perspective."

"...Huh?"

I came to my senses at the voice from in front of me.

"What did you say?"

"I said I heard your story well."

When I regained my senses, I was still holding Hui-hyeon's hand.

I quickly looked around.

"Ah, yes."

Right, after passing on the Path, we talked for a while.

But why does being here suddenly feel so unfamiliar?

"Hui-hyeon, I just..."

"Just what?"

I felt anxious and uneasy, as if I'd accidentally forgotten something important I'd heard, but I couldn't recall it.

"Nothing, it's nothing."

Is this also a side effect of transferring the Path?

Well, since the Path is the embodiment of enlightenment, it makes sense to feel this way after passing it to someone else. I opened Hui-hyeon's status window to see if the Path had been properly transferred.

<>

Lee Hui-hyeon (理喜顯)

Age: 17
Gender: Male

Abilities
Strength C, Agility C+, Intelligence C+, Luck D+, Spiritual Power C+

Path to Enlightenment (求道)
????? ??? ?(???)
??? Curse
Training

Status
Normal

<>

Good, I was worried since it was my first time, but fortunately, it transferred well.

After letting out a small sigh, I said to Hui-hyeon, "That was a good conversation. Thanks to you, I found a clue."

"I'm glad to hear that."

"I'll throw this away on my way out."

I gathered the trash from the snacks we had eaten.

"Are you leaving now?"

I pointed at my watch and said, "It's almost 9 o'clock. We have academy tomorrow."

"Right. Then I'll see you at the academy tomorrow."

"Yes, Hui-hyeon. See you at the academy."

I said goodbye to Hui-hyeon and got up.

<>

"So you finally received it."

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had tried to avoid receiving it but couldn't find a good excuse, ultimately received the Path from Baek Ye-a.

"This isn't good. It will definitely become a factor that hinders Ye-a's growth."

For Hui-hyeon, the Path had no use except for one purpose. To Hui-hyeon, who was a Destroyer, the Path, which was the embodiment of enlightenment, held no meaning. It was just a form of condensed power.

Even so, since they would see each other frequently, he couldn't just "break it down" and use it as power.
Moreover, judging by her reaction earlier, Baek Ye-a had "seen" something.

She would have to know eventually, but this was a dangerous situation that could accelerate that timeline.

If that happens, it will be out of control.

This fact complicated Hui-hyeon's thoughts.

Although he couldn't predict what variable this would become later, Hui-hyeon decided to deal with the troublemaker in the kitchen first.

"She's gone."

After Baek Ye-a left, Hui-hyeon pulled out Hwayun, who was somewhat crumpled in the kitchen.

Hwayun, whose face was red and swollen where Hui-hyeon had struck earlier when he briefly went to the kitchen, said, "Lee Hui-hyeon, I kept my mouth shut as instructed. Will you now listen to what I have to say?"

"Ten minutes."

"Ten minutes! Good. That's good. But there's nothing to add after that. Where's the promise of safe passage after our conversation ends?"

Hui-hyeon silently pointed a knife at Hwayun.

"Yes, that's fine. Sometimes simply believing is a good way to foster mutual trust."

Hui-hyeon put the knife away.

Ch.51 - 1. Prayer (1)
In the midst of the silence filling the room, Hwayun opened their mouth.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, you'll be going out for field training soon, right?"

Lee Hui-hyeon spoke without removing his hand from the sword hilt on the floor.

"Yes."

"I'm feeling uneasy, so could you please put down the sword?"

"Then I'd die empty-handed. Is that your preference?"

"Come to think of it, dying by a sword would probably hurt less."

Lee Hui-hyeon quietly observed Hwayun, who was trying to smile without showing their teeth.

Hwayun cleared their throat and spoke.

"I'll get straight to the point. You need to leave the academy immediately."

Lee Hui-hyeon tilted his head after hearing Hwayun's words.

What is this about now?

No, there's no need to think about it. This is Hwayun after all.

"Fine, is that all you have to say before you die?"

As Lee Hui-hyeon drew his sword, Hwayun frantically shouted.

"Please take me seriously! I'm being completely sincere right now! I even came in my main body to be more convincing!"

"You'll just come back to life even if you die."

As Lee Hui-hyeon raised his sword, Hwayun stretched out their hands and cried out.

"But it takes time! Time! In these urgent circumstances, you of all people should know how critical it is to be dead and unable to act!"

"Hmm."

Lee Hui-hyeon lowered his sword for now.

Listening to them speak, it didn't seem like they were up to the same tricks as last time, preparing for their own death. If they were scheming, they would have emphasized that point more aggressively.

He would have killed them anyway, though.

Well, by now they should have realized that if they came with such schemes and tried to threaten Lee Hui-hyeon, they could actually die. Lee Hui-hyeon asked Hwayun:

"Until now, you never cared whether I was outside or at the academy. Let me hear why you're suddenly telling me to leave the academy. What's your reason?"

"There have been major changes 'beyond the borderlands' recently, and it seems an attack on the border is imminent."

Lee Hui-hyeon frowned upon hearing Hwayun's words.

What nonsense is this?

"Well, if your intention was to waste my time, you've succeeded."

As Lee Hui-hyeon raised his sword, Hwayun felt lines being drawn across their entire body in an instant.

If they remained still, they would be cut to pieces.

Sensing the threat to their life, Hwayun rolled to avoid the lines, and the table behind them shattered into pieces and began to dissipate like rising smoke.

"You're still skilled at dodging."

As Lee Hui-hyeon was about to swing his sword again, Hwayun desperately shouted in the brief opening.

"Hui-hyeon! Hui-hyeon! Please calm down! Put down the sword! This is the truth! The truth! No, it's the truth and despite how it sounds, it's extremely important information! Have I ever spoken nonsense, lied, or caused you any harm regarding important matters?!"

"You conspired with them to assassinate Baek Ye-a."

"But I haven't done anything since then, have I? Even if something happened, it was Cheongdam who did it, not me!"

"Even without that, wasn't it already over when you conspired with them and made plans?"

But seeing that Lee Hui-hyeon wasn't swinging his sword again, Hwayun sensed that the previous slash was just a test and spoke calmly.

"I know you don't like my methods. Since we were once as close as family, you might dislike me even more. But Hui-hyeon, can't we temporarily join forces in the face of the biggest variable right before us?"

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been quietly glaring at Hwayun, sighed lightly and said:

"Something that's not even human has learned to speak quite like one."

"Any creature in this world is most influenced by its childhood in how it lives. Naturally, it's only logical that I, who was especially susceptible to influence, would resemble humans after growing up among them."

Feeling as always that Hwayun had a snake-like tongue befitting their years of existence, Lee Hui-hyeon asked:

"So is that all the information you wanted to share? An attack on the border?"

To Lee Hui-hyeon's question that seemed to ask if they had said everything, Hwayun obviously still had more to say.

"As I mentioned earlier, of course not. If it were just that, I wouldn't have come. If it were only that much, it would be a common occurrence, and you would handle it well. Aren't you the one who forges ahead with conviction as heavy as the mountain range that divides the Human World, regardless of any changes?"

Lee Hui-hyeon yanked out Hwayun's front tooth as they grinned, showing their teeth.

It happened so quickly that Hwayun only realized their tooth had been pulled when they saw it in Lee Hui-hyeon's hand. Belatedly feeling the pain surge, Hwayun covered their mouth and writhed in agony.

"Argh! What are you doing! Suddenly pulling out my fang!"

Trying hard not to slur their words, Hwayun spoke to Lee Hui-hyeon, who replied expressionlessly:

"I told you not to show your teeth."

"You did this because of that...!"

"Compared to what you've done to humans so far, this is nothing. Put it back."

The words "aren't all humans sinners anyway" rose to Hwayun's throat, but they barely swallowed them back.

Even though the current Lee Hui-hyeon seemed slightly gentler than usual, if they crossed the line with their remarks, unlike before, he would kill them instantly.

When Lee Hui-hyeon returned the front tooth, Hwayun took it and struggled to reinsert it into their gum.

Thinking that humans truly never change, Hwayun checked if their front tooth was properly fixed, then erased all traces of amusement and said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"There will be an attack. A full-scale assault of a completely different magnitude than the sporadic attacks currently happening in Myeongju."

"Now you're lying. Wasn't the earlier warning enough?"

"It's the truth!"

To Hwayun, who was protesting with an aggrieved expression as if it were really true, Lee Hui-hyeon asked:

"Even though the Divine Sandalwood Tree has weakened and the barriers and seals are shaky, they're still relatively intact. Why would this happen now?"

The timing was the issue, even if an attack could occur.

The great demons who currently lead the demonic forces in place of the Unkillable and the Five Demons aren't refraining from launching a full-scale attack on Myeongju because they're fools.

Rather, they're suppressing the internal demands for attack with their power and authority.

The reason these beings, who are desperate to kill humans, are suppressing internal demands for attack is simple.

It's not yet time.

At this point, it's much more beneficial, both in terms of power and practicality, to continue as they have been—growing the World-Ending Cult's influence by exploiting the Human World's complacency, eating away at it from within, and assassinating interfering factors.

If they attack now, the border region of Myeongju would be devastated and there would be great chaos, but it wouldn't have any greater significance.

There's no point in occupying just Myeongju. They couldn't advance further anyway. Even now, except for minor demons or spirits that occasionally appear, or those that possess human bodies through evil rituals and operate through various means, they would be blocked by the Divine Sandalwood Tree's barrier.

They could break through in various ways, but the problem is that the number of demons who can pay the price to break through isn't very large, and once the effectiveness of their methods ends, so does their power.

Thus, attacking now would only greatly provoke the Human World's vigilance, which would clearly have a negative impact on the future Great Human-Demon War. So why?

At least, the great demons he knew wouldn't make such a reckless move.

As if sensing Lee Hui-hyeon's doubts, Hwayun said:

"Recently, there's a new great demon beyond the borderlands who's been gathering demonic forces. Great demons like Cheongdam, Ohwal, and Honwon, whose consciousness is active in the Human World, don't seem to have noticed this, but the gathering itself is proceeding very successfully."

Lee Hui-hyeon's brow furrowed slightly upon hearing Hwayun's words.

"Are you sure? Is there really a new great demon gathering demonic forces?"

"I've confirmed it multiple times. It's certain."

"There has never been such a case before. You should know that through me."

"But I saw it clearly with my own eyes."

"Directly, or through your ability?"

"Through my ability, of course."

Lee Hui-hyeon brought his left hand to his chin.

Summarizing what Hwayun had said so far, with the Unkillable sealed and the Five Demons not in good shape, while the great demons capable of operating in the Human World are active there, something new has appeared and is preparing a major offensive against the Human World.

As Lee Hui-hyeon pondered something, Hwayun cautiously asked:

"Um, Hui-hyeon. Ten minutes have passed, so how would you like to continue our conversation?"

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been lost in thought until then, turned his gaze toward Hwayun.

"So you're saying that suddenly some great demon has appeared beyond the borderlands, gathering demonic forces to attack Myeongju, which has traditionally been well-defended as a border region? Myeongju would be devastated, but regardless of that, they're willing to clash with other great demons for this invasion?"

Judging that his previous question had been implicitly accepted, Hwayun said:

"Yes, it's a definite fact. So, Hui-hyeon, please leave the academy this time."

Lee Hui-hyeon quietly looked at Hwayun.

"It doesn't seem like you're lying."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun covered their mouth as they laughed and said:

"Yes! At least regarding matters related to your safety, I don't tell lies."

"Why are you trying to join forces by giving me information despite how much I hate you?"

It wasn't a question he expected an answer to.

Lee Hui-hyeon already knew the reason.

To Hwayun, who remained silent at his question, Lee Hui-hyeon said bitterly:

"You still see my ancestor in me."

"To me, you will always be that person. You know that, don't you?"

Lee Hui-hyeon turned his gaze away from Hwayun, who was speaking cautiously.

"You should also think about your body. If you use your power from such an early stage, you will..."

"Enough."

Lee Hui-hyeon cut off Hwayun's words.

"You know my answer without hearing it."

"Hui-hyeon."

"I heard you well. I'll let you go this time. Leave."

To Lee Hui-hyeon, who was unusually letting them go, Hwayun said:

"Is it because of Baek Ye-a? Because of that woman who treats this world like her playground?"

Lee Hui-hyeon sighed lightly and said:

"Hwayun, it would be better for you to just leave."

"Yes! I'll just leave! Then next time..."

"Next time I see you, you die."

"Yes! I'll just go! Goodbye!"

Watching Hwayun's retreating figure disappear as hastily as they had arrived, Lee Hui-hyeon muttered:

"How long is he going to keep using that ill-fitting appearance?"

Lee Hui-hyeon sat on the bed and thought.

This is something completely new that he had never experienced before.

He thought he had experienced everything there was to experience, but was there still something left that he hadn't?

But whatever it is, if it comes, he will simply cut it down and kill it all.

That's what the Destroyer existed for, after all.

"May the descendant successfully complete what the ancestor could not."

Lee Hui-hyeon offered a prayer alone.

Ch.52 - 1. Prayer (2)
"Lord Hwayun, it's time now, so please hold the baby. Look. Isn't he adorable?"

The woman with black eyes smiled at Hwayun while holding the baby.

"I still can't do it. My impurity might transfer to him, so I'll postpone it a little longer."

When Hwayun, who appeared as a young girl, showed reluctance, the woman laughed and said:

"Do you realize it's been months since you first said that? I want to see you holding the baby with my own eyes. So please, go ahead."

"No matter how careful I am, it's never enough! Babies have weak immune systems, so one small mistake could lead to vomiting! Sudden death! Unexpected demise! One can never be too careful!"

The woman cheerfully responded to Hwayun's characteristic overreaction:

"You waited nearly a thousand years to meet again. Although born a son rather than a daughter, isn't this undoubtedly the one you've been waiting for?"

"That's true, but that's precisely why I can't touch him!"

The woman laughed at Hwayun, who now looked almost tearful.

Hwayun was always like this. There was no way a curse would affect the baby if Hwayun touched him, yet she always hesitated and worried.

So the woman reassured Hwayun:

"It'll be fine. Even as an infant, being of our clan means he's immune to curses. Especially as the Enlightened One, even more so. And with the ancestors watching over us, what could go wrong? Here, hold him."

As the woman gently offered the baby, Hwayun carefully took him.

"If you insist. The Enlightened One..."

Hwayun spoke while awkwardly holding the baby the woman offered.

"Oh, oh my. He's warm. And he's moving! I've held hundreds of babies over the centuries, but they always give me a new sense of wonder! Oh my."

The woman gazed fondly at Hwayun, whose black eyes with faint red rims were looking at the baby with amazement, tears of genuine emotion welling up. Suddenly curious, she asked:

"Were you like this when I was little too?"

"Of course! When you were a child, you gave me new joy every day. But you still couldn't compare to the Enlightened One."

"Lord Hwayun, that makes me sad."

"Ah! I take it back! Cancel that! You were better... no, equally as wonderful! Yes!"

The woman burst into laughter watching Hwayun frantically change her words.

"I'm joking. Just joking. So calm down."

"Ah, it was a joke! You've always been such a tease, both then and now!"

Hearing Hwayun's words, the woman felt puzzled since she hadn't been the type to play pranks before.

Then and now?

Well, being Lord Hwayun, perhaps she had confused her with one of her ancestors. The woman said:

"Lord Hwayun, have you thought about the baby's name?"

Hwayun opened her eyes wide at the woman's question.

"Aren't names given when they turn seven, after being dressed as a girl to avoid misfortune and then finally dressed as a boy? Besides, if I name him, he'll surely be cursed."

The woman responded with exasperation to Hwayun's talk of nonexistent curses:

"We can at least talk about it, can't we? Just tell me what name you think would suit the baby."

After pondering the woman's question briefly, Hwayun said:

"The Enlightened One is the one our clan has longed for over many generations. He is undoubtedly the greatest principle (理) that our clan has kept in their hearts as their surname. So since the principle (理) has joyfully (喜) appeared (顯), how about Lee Hui-hyeon (理喜顯)?"

The woman responded with delight to Hwayun's suggestion:

"That's a wonderful name. Seeing how you usually act, I thought your mental age might match your current appearance, but hearing you speak now, I see that's not the case."

"Wow! That's too much! Despite how I look, I've served the clan for hundreds of years!"

Hwayun pretended to be upset at the woman's teasing.

After a moment of silence, the woman spoke:

"Lord Hwayun."

"Yes, what is it?"

"As you know, I'll be dying soon."

Hwayun stroked the baby's hand and replied:

"I know. Like those who came before, you'll remain within the Enlightened One, becoming an observer of his journey."

The woman nodded weakly at Hwayun's words.

"But I'll only be able to observe, unable to offer any help, comfort, or affection. So although I can't begin to imagine how many times you've heard this request over the centuries, may I, as a mother, ask just one thing?"

Hwayun was not human.

Therefore, she never fully understood moments like this.

Whenever this moment came, mothers who had given birth always said the same thing.

But Hwayun always gave the same answer.

"Of course. Please tell me."

The woman smiled faintly and said:

"Please tell the baby that although I couldn't stay by his side, I always loved him. And please, in my place, love him very, very much."

Hwayun rarely felt sympathy, but she did now for this woman who, instead of showing sadness about her approaching death or regret for the baby, calmly entrusted what would happen after she was gone.

Carefully returning the baby, who was tightly gripping her finger and looking up at her with big, bright eyes, to his mother, Hwayun said:

"Don't worry about that. I will certainly tell him. The rest of us will take good care of the baby, no matter what happens."

In this moment, Hwayun spoke not as someone who served the descendants destined to bear the Enlightened One, but as the woman's close friend who had been with her since childhood.

<>

As Hwayun walked through the dark streets, her appearance changed into that of a woman in exorcist attire.

For Hwayun, who wasn't human, outward gender was meaningless, but she preferred this female exorcist appearance because it attracted less suspicion than a suspicious-looking man would at night, and avoided unnecessary confrontations.

Although Hwayun despised exorcists outside of "the clan," one way she differed from humans was her willingness to do whatever was necessary.

Perhaps it was this flexibility, or rather her methods that crossed boundaries, that led to her separation from Lee Hui-hyeon. But to Hwayun, who believed everything was for the Enlightened One, this was merely regrettable, not particularly meaningful.

Just because something closely resembled a human didn't mean its essence was human.

As she walked, Hwayun thought about what had happened with Lee Hui-hyeon.

The current Enlightened One was somehow softer and kinder.

Of course, Hwayun liked Lee Hui-hyeon's gentle nature.

But she disliked that the reason he had become this way was because of "that woman" behind the scenes.

If that was the case, it wasn't softness but rust.

That's why she had tried to remove that rust this time.

"How did he hit me like that... It hurts so much."

Rubbing the spot where she'd been hit when she was stuck in the kitchen earlier, Hwayun observed the Divine Sandalwood Tree still emitting a faint light, and the humans freely walking beneath it.

Sinners who didn't even know what they had done in the past, inheriting sin through their bloodlines.

People who only remembered the coward who planted the poison of hope in her Enlightened One and then disappeared, not one of them grateful for what the Enlightened One and his descendants had done.

The Enlightened One was enduring countless hardships just to save these worthless sinners.

But this was merely a process.

As evident from the Enlightened One's consistent refusal to talk with her, he must subconsciously realize it too.

That no matter how many of these sinners there were, or how strong they became, they would only hinder the Enlightened One's work, not help him.

How could they help when they didn't even know the source of what they enjoyed?

Hwayun sneered at these sinners, destined to eventually clash with the Enlightened One.

When that happened, the Enlightened One would have no choice but to join her, and then, just as the Enlightened One who had raised and guided her in the past, Hwayun would guide this Enlightened One.

Even if she would be killed endlessly by the Enlightened One who didn't understand her methods until that day finally came.

Unlike herself, who was determined to risk her life, the detestable Baek Ye-a, who blinded the Enlightened One and treated this world like a playground, could never save the world.

Someday, the Enlightened One would realize the futility, hopelessness, and abomination of Baek Ye-a and these sinners, and follow her dedication. Then, the purification of the human world would also be achieved.

After briefly observing the street, Hwayun slipped into a deserted alley.

<>

Arriving at the academy early in the morning, I saw students gathered, discussing the upcoming practical training.

Including Lee Hui-hyeon sleeping face-down at the front.

I was almost certain his sleeping had nothing to do with work.

Why was this guy so consistent?

"Good morning, Ye-a!"

As I took my seat, Yu-na greeted me as always.

"Hi, Yu-na. Did you have a good weekend?"

"Yes! It felt like time flew by, maybe because it was the last weekend before our first practical training. Or maybe because I spent the whole day training?"

"The whole day?"

I asked, slightly surprised, and Yu-na smiled as she replied:

"I realized it when I sparred with Hui-hyeon. How deadly it is when someone with good footwork avoids my attacks and strikes when I show an opening or make a mistake. So I pushed myself hard to make sure I wouldn't make the same mistake twice."

Then she giggled.

"I see, that's impressive."

I said with genuine admiration, and Jeong Yu-na dismissed it as nothing special:

"It's what any exorcist should do. It wouldn't be right to recognize your shortcomings and not work to improve them."

Feeling somehow guilty for some reason, I asked Yu-na:

"By the way, did you get to see your family?"

When I asked this question based on this world's common sense, Yu-na looked puzzled:

"Family?"

"Yeah, usually families come to visit from hometown before the first practical training."

Although they called it "practical training" to maintain the appearance of an educational institution, nobody in the human world took the term at face value.

Since practical training was essentially real combat, it wasn't uncommon for families to visit from hometown before the first assignment. Just as families attend entrance or graduation ceremonies in real life, they would visit on weekends before such real-world deployments.

Like that delusional creep Huye-jin and baby Huye In I saw yesterday.

Since I remembered how Yu-na usually talked happily about her younger sister, I asked the question, but Yu-na smiled and said:

"Unfortunately, they couldn't come. They were busy."

"That must be disappointing. Not seeing them."

"It's okay! Instead, I have... I have you, Ye-a!"

"You were about to say 'Ye-a-ya,' weren't you? Do you want to die?"

I was about to crack Yu-na's head open, but fortunately for her, the classroom door opened and Ji Seon-hwa walked in.

"Alright, quiet down. I'll tell you your assignment locations and then send you home, so focus here."

The classroom fell silent at Ji Seon-hwa's words.

Ch.53 - 1. Prayer (3)
"Ganyangju."

"That's a decent place for a first assignment."

"I know. I've been there often to assist my master. It would be nice to go somewhere where I know a lot of people."

Even after the academy had given a brief explanation and dismissed everyone, a few students remained in the classroom discussing the assignment location that Ji Seon-hwa had told them about.

Ganyangju was a name derived from taking one character each from Ganseong and Yangjeong, the two largest cities in the province. It followed the same naming convention used in the real world during the Goryeo and Joseon dynasties when naming provinces.

Books I'd read in this world mentioned that provinces (ju) were typically named this way.

Geographically, it was very close to the frontier province of Myeongju, but naturally, conditions were much better than in the true frontier.

Unlike the common province naming convention I explained earlier, Myeongju was named with the hope that someday the darkness of demons would lift and light would return. However, without proper protection from the Divine Sandalwood Tree barrier, it was a hellscape barely clinging to the Human World, contradicting its hopeful name.

People in the Human World often called it "Myeongju" (Netherworld Province) or "Myeolju" (Destruction Province) because monsters appeared frequently there. The World-Ending Cult, though still operating in secret, constantly schemed in the area. With people being sacrificed or killed if they let their guard down even slightly, Myeongju was consistently named as the most dangerous place in the Human World, unless someone deliberately excluded it.

Compared to such a place, anywhere else in the Human World was in much better shape at this point.

Incidentally, in my previous life, the first practical training was also in Ganyangju.

Rather than sending freshmen to Myeongju right away, Yegak Academy gradually pushed students toward the frontier, starting with places like Ganyangju. Since higher-grade students generally had more experience and skill, this was a reasonable approach.

Being assigned to Ganyangju didn't mean everyone would be in the same area. The ten teams in our class were divided into five groups of two teams each, with each group being assigned to a different area within Ganyangju.

And here arose one possibility that worried me.

In my previous life, despite my wishes, I wasn't assigned with teams led by other heroines. But this time, I had no idea which team I'd be paired with, except that I didn't want to be with any of the heroines except one.

At least in the game, the team with the heroine Huye In chose early on was often assigned together with another heroine's team.

And I, no matter how much I wanted to deny it, was a "heroine."

That meant that with Huye In joining my team, there was a high probability we'd be assigned to the same area as another heroine's team, just like in the game.

If it has to happen, I'd prefer to be with Jeon In-hwa rather than Huye Jin or Jin Seo-yeon.

"Ye-a, Ho-jin is here," Huye In said to me as I was lost in thought.

Yeon Ho-jin was walking toward us from the classroom door, wearing a navy blue traditional outfit.

Though she had no affiliation, perhaps because she believed in the Won-gak Cult, her clothes were embroidered with marigolds, one of the cult's symbols.

"Sorry, the road was a bit congested on my way here. I always feel this area is too crowded. Am I too late?"

"No, we have plenty of time today, so it's fine. Better than hurrying and getting hurt. Now we just need to wait for Yu-na, right?"

Yu-na had insisted that even if the ancestral rite was simplified, our attire shouldn't be, so we needed to wear traditional clothes. Huye In and I, who didn't have traditional clothes, had briefly dispersed so everyone could change. Since the ritual would be at my house, I didn't need to go fetch traditional clothes separately.

But ironically, the person who suggested this was the last to arrive.

After waiting a while, Yu-na burst through the classroom door in a hurry.

"Everyone-! Sorry I'm so late!"

She was still in her school uniform with clothes packed in her bag, but I could guess why she was late.

"Yu-na, what's that on your head?"

Yu-na's hair wasn't in her usual straight style but tied up with a string and decorated with deer antler-shaped ornaments.

I couldn't believe what I was seeing. Deer... antlers? How did she even manage to attach those to her head, small as they were?

"Sorry, I prepared in advance and put them on as soon as I got home, but I must have used too much force because one got crushed. I was late because I had to find another one."

"Wow, that's really elaborate headwear. Is this a traditional hairstyle of the Cheonghwa Clan?" asked Su-a, who had arrived earlier wearing a pink traditional outfit, showing interest in the fancy antler ornaments.

Yu-na smiled and replied, "No, it's a decoration used during Doseon Cult rituals. We're going to pay respects to Ye-a's ancestors, so we should be formal."

Well, I doubted my ancestors would be pleased with Doseon Cult formalities. Baek Ye-a's ancestors were mostly Won-gak Cult believers, and according to Won-gak teachings, they would have all been reincarnated by now.

But there was no need to mention that.

More importantly, wearing such ornaments for every ritual...

Did everyone in Yu-na's clan wear deer antlers on their heads during group ancestral rites?

I briefly imagined that scene.

Hmm.

"So in families that believe in the Doseon Cult, does everyone wear deer antler decorations on their heads during ancestral rites?"

As if sharing my thoughts, Yeon Ho-jin asked Yu-na, who smiled and replied:

"Deer antlers? No, these are dragon horns, and only the representative wears them. Right now, I'm the only Doseon Cult believer in our team and the representative of the Jeong family of the Cheonghwa Clan, so I'm wearing them. If Ye-a were to convert to the Doseon Cult, then she would wear them as the highest-ranking member."

After finishing, Yu-na gave me a meaningful look for some reason.

"What?"

"Don't you want these sparkling horn decorations? If you join the Doseon Cult now, I might just give them to you."

Reminded of people who lured children to church by offering cotton candy outside school gates, I smiled and said:

"No thanks. The horn decorations suit you better."

This blue-haired extra is trying to recruit who exactly?

Does Yu-na realize that her kind explanation to Ho-jin has completely eliminated any possibility of me converting to the Doseon Cult, if there ever was one?

If she thought I would like such flashy decorations, she was sorely mistaken.

I'm not a child who likes anything that sparkles.

Hearing my response, Yu-na suddenly burst into laughter.

"Ye-a's reactions are always so entertaining. Such a witty response. Hehe."

"Ye-a has always been a funny girl."

Seeing the cheerful reactions from Yu-na, Huye In, and the others, I realized that Jeong Yu-na's words had been a joke.

Of course, a traditionalist conservative wouldn't suggest conversion in such a casual manner.

If I had taken it seriously and overreacted, it would have been a disaster.

I almost became a clueless loser like Huye Jin.

"But why haven't you changed your clothes? Won't it be uncomfortable to take them off and put them on later because of the horns?"

Yu-na had brought clothes but hadn't changed, perhaps worried about being even later. While the traditional top was layered and might not be a problem to put on and take off, the school uniform top had to be removed over the head, which would surely catch on the horn decorations.

Yu-na touched her head ornament and said:

"It's fine, the horns are detachable. Once the base is secured to my head, I can just remove the horns, so there's no problem taking clothes on and off!"

As if to demonstrate, she made a clicking sound as the deer—no, dragon horns—came off, and I thought:

What kind of tradition is this?

There are still so many strange things in this world that I don't know about...



Leaving the bizarre horn incident behind, as we headed to my house, I recalled my "Huye In Bus Plan" that I had conceived earlier.

For this first practical training, while gaining "swift movement" was important, there was something even more crucial: obtaining materials to awaken Huye In's sword.

As I'd thought before, no matter how strong I became, it would be meaningless if Huye In, who needed to defeat the Unkillable, couldn't grow stronger.

There were several reasons why I couldn't handle matters in Ganyangju from the beginning, one being the time it took.

Going from Yegak Academy to Mt. Baekri to take care of business could be done in a day, but traveling to Ganyangju took far too long.

In the game, I could get materials with just a few clicks on the system window, but how would I obtain them now that this was reality?

The answer was simple:

Hire someone in the name of the Baek Clan's successor candidate.

Although I was ostracized within the clan, there was a reason I had initially thought of sending someone to help Huye In on the wilderness route.

While I couldn't use internal clan members, it was possible to send external members from groups associated with the Baek Clan on errands in the family's name.

Then the question naturally arises: why didn't I just have someone collect these items earlier?

The reason was simple. How could I tell someone to buy something from a place when "I shouldn't know about it"? I needed to at least go to a place where I could claim to have heard about these items from locals to have an excuse.

In this hardcore difficulty world, getting caught doing something suspicious would cause major headaches.

This was different from the Ayong Sword, whose location I knew clearly and was relatively close, allowing me to get it alone without telling anyone.

I couldn't casually send people on errands before going to Ganyangju.

Unless the errand runner was my loyal subordinate.

Moreover, the materials needed to awaken Huye In's sword appeared unremarkable, which could provide an unexpected benefit.

Namely, spreading a somewhat negative rumor that Baek Ye-a went on practical training, hired people with money, and collected useless items from the training area.

If that happened, even if I continued to hire outsiders with money in the future, the main family might not pay much attention, thinking I was just doing more pointless things.

That way, I could achieve both my goal and additional benefits, making the most of this first practical training.

Finishing my thoughts as we arrived at the house, I placed my hand on the main gate and said to everyone:

"I'll open the door first, then you can enter one by one."

Ch.54 - 1. Prayer (4)
"Ye-a, where can I change clothes?"

"Go into the room down that hallway. That's the dressing room."

"Okay! Thanks!"

While Yu-na went to change into the clothes she had brought, Ho-jin looked around the house and remarked in admiration.

"I haven't seen a house this spacious since I visited the main hall when I was invited by the Yeonho clan in the Outlands."

"Well, I am a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan, after all. Now do you realize how amazing I am?"

I said playfully while shrugging my shoulders.

Actually, I genuinely shrugged. Nobody dislikes being complimented.

Then Su-a, who had been looking around the house, asked a question.

"But aren't there other people inside? Usually, spacious houses like this have servants."

To Su-a's common-sense question, I leaned slightly forward and replied.

"Yeah, but I can do most things by myself, so I didn't feel the need to hire anyone."

After answering, I realized I had said exactly the same thing to Lee Hui-hyeon before, so I glanced at him, worried he might tactlessly say, "That's the same thing you said to me last time." But Hui-hyeon didn't seem to be paying attention to us and was looking outside.

I wonder what he's thinking about while looking outside.

"Ye-a, I've changed my clothes."

Before I could speak to Hui-hyeon, Yu-na came into the living room wearing traditional clothes, her face slightly flushed as if she had changed as quickly as possible.

The Cheonghwa Clan's traditional outfit Yu-na wore was a black traditional garment with blue collars and blue leaf emblems embroidered on it, giving off a simple yet elegant atmosphere.

Perhaps because it was different from her usual school uniform, I was reminded of a fact I had forgotten due to familiarity.

Right, Yu-na was also considered an adult by this world's standards.

She usually seems like a child because of how she acts.

"It really suits you!"

"Yes, you look beautiful. Is that the Cheonghwa Clan's traditional clothing?"

When Ho-jin and Su-a showed interest in Yu-na's distinctive traditional outfit, Yu-na smiled and said.

"To be precise, it's the Doseon Cult style traditional clothing. Our Cheonghwa Clan used to be a nomadic clan wandering the Outlands, so our traditional clothes aren't easily distinguishable from our past battle attire."

At the mention of a nomadic clan, Hui-hyeon, who had been looking outside, turned to look at Yu-na.

Perhaps he felt a sense of kinship as someone from a similar nomadic background.

"Hui-hyeon, you've been quiet for a while. What are you thinking about?"

Since he had turned this way anyway, I asked, and Hui-hyeon replied.

"I don't know much about clothes, so I was just keeping quiet. They say when you don't know anything, staying silent gets you halfway there."

The other children, except for Su-a, burst into laughter at Hui-hyeon's joke.

"What's that supposed to mean? You could just say so."

"That's quite a profound piece of Human World wisdom. As expected of our Deputy Team Leader, right?"

Yeon Ho-jin playfully patted Hui-hyeon's shoulder, and Hui-hyeon just smiled.

Then Su-a spoke up.

"When you don't know anything about clothes, you should ask questions. I'll teach you anytime, Hui-hyeon."

She probably said this because she didn't understand the joke, but her innocence was strangely cute, making the other children laugh again.

In the cheerful atmosphere, I stood up, pulling out my chair, and said.

"Well, I'll go change now too."

"Okay! But Ye-a..."

Yu-na stopped me as I was heading to change clothes.

"Yes, what is it?"

"Um... Never mind. It's nothing."

Yu-na, who seemed about to say something, smiled awkwardly.

What was that about?



And when I entered the dressing room, I understood why Yu-na had acted that way.

"Oh, right. Underwear."

Unlike outerwear that I had purchased for everyday use, I had continued to wear "Baek Ye-a's provocative underwear" for undergarments since they weren't visible. I had neatly arranged them by day of the week and placed them on top for easy access, making them completely exposed.

It might have been less embarrassing if it were Friday, but today was Monday.

I clearly didn't need to put out the whole week's worth since we'd be going on a field trip tomorrow, but out of habit, I had laid out the entire week's set.

In other words, six sets of "flashy and provocative underwear" were blatantly exposed.

I suddenly realized why Yu-na had returned to the living room with a flushed face, and I had to suppress my own burning face to calm my embarrassment.

At least I put out the more modest ones... As if that would be the case.

I almost thought positively again.

Of all people, to be discovered by Yu-na.

"Shit..."

I could feel my face heating up again from embarrassment.

If she brings this up, I'll definitely cut off at least one of her hands.

Putting aside my embarrassment, I searched through the closet and found a paper-wrapped bundle of clothes.

When I unwrapped the paper, I saw the Baek Clan's pure white traditional clothes inside.

The emblem of a soaring hawk with the character for "Baek" (伯) engraved multiple times on the collar, the sash to tie around the waist, and the long skirt that reached down to the ankles.

It was exactly the same traditional ceremonial attire I had seen in the previous cycle.

"To see this again."

This was the outfit I had worn during important political moments in the previous cycle, and seeing it again filled me with emotion.

I had worn this when meeting with various Exorcist groups.

This outfit symbolizes my prime, which no longer exists in this cycle.

During my heyday in the previous cycle, I truly felt like I had become the protagonist. I exercised influence over various factions with just a word, made important decisions with the authority granted by the Human World Council, and gathered the successors of great Exorcist families—the heroines—whom I had diligently built relationships with, to go kill the Unkillable.

But in the end, I painfully realized that I was neither the protagonist nor anything else—just a heroine.

Compared to the other official heroines, I was merely a hidden heroine who knew the original story inside out and possessed the strange talent of the All-Seeing Eye, with nothing better except my appearance.

A ruined heroine who stole Hui-hyeon's place and caused countless deaths through futile actions.

"Sigh..."

But this time is different. Now I know who the protagonist is, I've planned how to help, and I have experience.

This time, I will definitely succeed and either return to reality or live for myself.

Pushing the miserable past out of my mind, I took off the clothes I was wearing and put on the Baek Clan's ceremonial attire.



"Everyone, I'm dressed now."

When I came out wearing the ceremonial attire, the children silently stared at me.

"...What's wrong?"

Then Yu-na finally spoke.

"Nothing, you're just so beautiful!"

And Yu-na squealed with delight.

Wait, I just changed clothes, why such a reaction? Yu-na looked pretty impressive herself.

"You really are beautiful! Ye-a, would you consider putting on makeup? I think that would make you even prettier!"

"No, what are you saying! Stop touching me!"

I shouted, swatting away her hands out of embarrassment. Then Han Su-a exclaimed in admiration.

"You're truly beautiful! I always thought you looked like a fairy descended from heaven, but you look even prettier now! You're like Ho Yeong-myeong, renowned for beauty in ancient times!"

"No, this can't be compared to Ho Yeong-myeong. Someone like Ye-a would be at least on the level of the Divine Palace beauty!"

Watching the two making a fuss, I wondered:

Were they always like this?

Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a, clever Exorcists from the "Killing the Unkillable" world, making classical literary comparisons and fussing over me, along with Yu-na suggesting makeup—I could feel my head getting hotter.

"E-enough..."

As I felt increasingly flustered with the rising heat, help came from an unexpected source.

"Alright, everyone, that's enough. You're making Ye-a uncomfortable. We need to offer the prayer now."

The person who intervened was Lee Hui-hyeon.

With just one word from Hui-hyeon, I felt the heat in my head dissipating.

"R-right. We need to offer the prayer now. I've prepared the altar in advance, so let's go outside."

Speaking slightly haltingly, I addressed the children, and Su-a, seemingly having regained her senses, said apologetically.

"I'm sorry, Ye-a. I got carried away without realizing it."

"No, it's my fault for being pretty."

"Pardon?"

Hearing Su-a's confused response, I snapped back to reality.

I had meant to say it was okay, but my thoughts got tangled and I said something strange.

"It's my fault for being pretty?" Am I an idiot?

"No, it's nothing."

I tried to brush it off, hoping against hope, but seeing her give me a peculiar smile, it was clear she had heard everything.

This damn mouth of mine.

I should have just said it was a joke.

Deliberately avoiding Su-a's gaze, Yu-na spoke again.

"Ye-a, are you really sure you don't want to try makeup?"

"No. I'm serious, knock it off."

The makeup I did last time because of the stat-boosting potion's side effects was enough; don't make me twist your hand before the sacred prayer.

I glanced at Hui-hyeon, who had been quiet except for intervening earlier and seemed lost in thought.

Come to think of it, he didn't show much interest in my ceremonial attire either.

I wonder what he's thinking about so deeply.

<>

"Now we'll offer the prayer. Everyone knows the proper etiquette, right?"

After setting up the altar in the yard, I asked the children.

"Yes, you stand in the center, I stand on the right since I have an affiliation, and Hui-hyeon stands on the left as the Deputy Team Leader. Is there a specific way the Baek Clan does it?"

I looked at Yu-na's dragon horn ornament and said.

"No, there isn't. Just do it that way."

Even if there had been, it all disappeared during the Baek Clan's Fratricide.

It would be strange if anything remained after the main house was destroyed and years of internal strife.

I turned to Ho-jin and Su-a and said.

"And Ho-jin and Su-a stand in the back. Everyone take your positions."

After everyone took their positions, I washed my hands with the water in front of the altar.

This was based on the etiquette that one's hands should be free of impurities when handling the prayer text that would be addressed to the ancestors' spirits.

After washing my hands and drying them with a white cloth, I picked up the prayer text that I had prepared in advance, placed in front of the altar.

Then Hui-hyeon, standing on the left, stepped forward to light the incense and recited the invocation.

"Come forth, come forth, come forth, return-."

After saying "come forth" in a steady voice, Hui-hyeon elongated the final "return," precisely lit the incense, and stepped back.

Taking Hui-hyeon's nod as a signal, I took a deep breath and began to read the prayer text I was holding.

<>

Prayer Text

Words of Ye-a

A thousand years ago, my great ancestor Baek Su-ye of the Baekri clan from Mt. Baekri followed the guidance of "The Enlightened One," led his people into the Human World, and with his brilliant talents, pacified the rampaging hordes in the Human World, and finally fought against the Unkillable, driving it beyond the Human World.

Afterward, my great ancestor Baek Su-ye reorganized the clan internally, established the Baek Clan, placed the group on solid ground, and his successor, the second family head Baek Jeong-yu, led the clan to eradicate the remaining evil forces in the Human World, bringing peace to all people, which is no different from placing the Human World on solid ground.

Thus, my ancestors acted resolutely in harsh times, always giving and leaving what the people of the Human World needed, which is an achievement and grace that, even if the world forgets, I, Ye-a, will never forget.

However, despite such brilliant ancestral achievements, darkness is once again falling over the Human World.

My great ancestors, the Human World is now in extreme peril. On the frontiers, hordes of demons continue to stir, and within the Human World, it is being defiled by those who have forgotten the moral principles that humans should uphold.

Somewhere, even now, vicious schemes to destroy the Human World are being carried out, and at this very moment, the pitiful people on the frontiers are dying without anyone to rely on, unable to enjoy the heavenly lifespan they deserve.

But what is more tragic is that all these events are becoming as familiar as daily life to people.

It has become normal for children to die before their parents, for the dead to be unable to rest in peace, and for the screams of those having their flesh torn to become the background noise of everyday life. Is this truly normal?

In such an abnormal and harsh era, how could I, Ye-a, turn away from these people? How could I cover my ears? How could I avoid it?

My great ancestors, compared to you, I am insignificant. Though I have come of age, my insight is still no different from that of a child, and I have not even grasped the thread of the original enlightenment that "The Enlightened One" speaks of.

But I, Ye-a, know what is wrong. It is knowing that there are those who suffer like this, yet turning away from them and seeking to remain alone in a comfortable place.

Therefore, I, Ye-a, an inadequate descendant of the Baek family, wish to move forward with those who follow me to protect the achievements of my ancestors and place the Human World back on solid ground, so please, spirits of the Baek Clan ancestors, watch over us.

If I can achieve this purpose, I, Ye-a, will ask for nothing more.

Declared by Baek Ye-a, Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan

Jeong Yu-na, Representative of the Jeong family of the Cheonghwa Clan

Lee Hui-hyeon

Yeon Ho-jin

Han Su-a
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After finishing the prayer ceremony, I changed into my casual clothes and prepared lunch with the kids.

For lunch, we used the food that had been placed on the altar during the ceremony as side dishes, and I served the rice I had prepared in the morning. It was more than enough for a meal.

Even though it was a simplified ceremony, it was still a ritual for the massive Baek Clan.

After setting the table and sitting down, Yuna muttered something while looking at me in my casual clothes.

"Your outer clothes look so ordinary..."

"Hm? What did you say?"

I placed my hand over Yuna's, giving her the signal that I could twist it at any moment if necessary. Yuna hurriedly responded.

"Nothing, nothing at all!"

I removed my hand from hers with satisfaction.

Is this a classic example of Pavlovian conditioning?

But since Pavlov doesn't exist in this world, the representative example of conditioned reflexes here would be Ye-a's Yuna.

Unlike Pavlov, I've achieved interesting experimental results without fancy equipment—just a few hand twists were enough to instill some awareness in a blue-haired Extra with no sense of tact. So I might be considered superior to Pavlov.

Yes, I am the number one behavioral learning researcher at Yegak Academy and a talent among talents who will be responsible for the future of the Human World.

I'm the greatest Exorcist in the Human World who excels in both academics and martial arts, and a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan.

The all-capable "Heroine" of hardcore difficulty.

Baek Ye-a.

Ye-a!

"Ye-a, why are you suddenly smiling at me?"

Yuna asked nervously when I started smiling at her out of nowhere.

"No, it's nothing."

Maybe I'm accumulating stress from all the recent events.

Clearing the pointless thoughts from my mind and turning my gaze away from Yuna, Su-a asked me a question.

"Ye-a, I think you'd look really pretty if you dressed up. Why don't you?"

Her expression suggested she genuinely thought so rather than just flattering me.

I guess the white ceremonial clothes I wore earlier made quite an impression.

Comparing me to Ho Yeong-myeong or calling me the beauty of the Divine Palace.

Both were known for their beauty, but they were villains who ruined their groups in ancient times.

Well, I also ruined things in previous cycles, so it's not entirely wrong.

I gave Su-a a casual answer.

"Just too bothersome. Besides, I'm an Exorcist."

"Isn't it because you think you're pretty even without dressing up?"

Su-a said jokingly, probably remembering my nonsensical comment about how being pretty was bad.

Wait, was that a joke? It must have been, right?

"I misspoke back then. Let's stop talking about that... it's embarrassing..."

When I genuinely expressed embarrassment, Su-a thankfully didn't tease me further.

Actually, if she had continued, I would have treated her the same way I treat Yuna, so it was fortunate for her too.

If only Yuna had this much awareness, I wouldn't have to be so harsh with her.

"Eating together like this while chatting feels like a holiday," Ho-jin said as she enjoyed the conversation while eating.

The atmosphere did feel like a family gathering for a holiday.

In previous cycles, we would just finish quickly and part ways, but now we were all gathered together in this pleasant atmosphere.

I smiled at Ho-jin and said, "You're right. Maybe it's because we performed the ceremony and then ate together."

"Hehe, talking about holidays makes me think of home. During holidays, the neighborhood would gather to make rice cakes or play yut together."

As Yuna reminisced with a pleasant smile, Hui-hyeon, who had been eating quietly, asked, "You must have been close with your neighbors?"

"Yes, I still miss it sometimes."

Listening to Yuna's story, I remembered what Ho-jin had said earlier about my house and asked while swallowing my food, "By the way, Ho-jin, you mentioned being invited to the Yeonho clan? What was that about?"

"Oh, that? It's nothing special. My name is Yeon Ho-jin, right? If you take just the first two characters, it's Yeonho, so that's why I was invited."

Su-a brought her left hand to her mouth in surprise. "What? Really? You were invited just for that reason?"

Ho-jin laughed, finding it amusing herself. "Sometimes unexpected connections form for reasons that might seem ridiculous to others. But it was fun and enjoyable."

Yuna turned to me with an amused smile and said, "Then if I change my name to Jeong Yeon-ho, would they invite me too?"

"I don't know, want to try changing it?"

The conversation continued pleasantly with various topics.

After the meal, Yuna was still wearing her traditional clothes, not having changed. She didn't change during the meal either—perhaps she liked those clothes more than I thought.

"Here, take one each."

After finishing the meal and cleaning up, I handed out Protection Talismans to each of the kids.

Actually, with their current talents, they could handle early-stage enemies without Protection Talismans, but there was a reason I was distributing them.

Children who can't freely control their Spiritual Energy to protect themselves are vulnerable to surprise attacks.

Even in reality, brave warriors can die pathetically from unexpected ambushes. No matter how promising a talent might be, they could die from attacks coming from places beyond their awareness.

Therefore, the Protection Talismans I gave the children would block one surprise attack and buy them time to prepare their stance.

Having seen various groups suffer in previous cycles due to complacent thinking like "that couldn't possibly happen," I had prepared these talismans from the first week. Though expensive, they guaranteed reliable performance.

No matter how scarce resources might be, nothing is more precious than human life.

"Don't pull the string on the talisman pouch until you start your first activity in Ganyangju. If the talisman inside unfolds, its effect could wear off even from everyday impacts, understand?"

After briefly explaining the precautions, Yuna nodded and said, "Yes, I understand!"

"But Ye-a, thank you for the talismans, but is it really necessary to prepare something like this? It seems expensive..."

"It's fine. I can easily afford this much, and it's better to prepare when we can rather than deal with consequences later. Don't you agree?"

"When you put it that way, you're right. Thank you. I'll use it carefully."

In a world constantly facing crises, the argument that it's better to be prepared than sorry resonates even more strongly than in reality.

Thinking the conversation was over, Yeon Ho-jin asked me, "So are we dismissed for today?"

"Yes, we're done for today. Everyone did well, and since we have practical training tomorrow, don't overdo your training today. Got it?"

"Got it. And Ye-a, you're not overdoing things these days either, right?"

"Of course. Like I said before, I was just too excited about having real authority for the first time."

Hearing my words, Yuna smiled and said, "You said that before. I'm glad your complexion has improved so much lately."

To be precise, it improved so dramatically thanks to Lee Hui-hyeon's potion.

I clapped my hands and said to the children, "Then let's really dismiss now."

With that, I escorted the children to the front gate.

"See you tomorrow, everyone!"

"See you tomorrow, Yuna."

Yuna waved energetically as she walked beyond the alley.

"See you tomorrow, Ye-a."

"See you tomorrow!"

"Yes, see you all tomorrow!"

After sending off Ho-jin and Su-a, I said to Hui-hyeon, "You worked hard too. Go rest."

"Yeah, do you need any more help with the cleanup?"

After thinking for a moment, I replied to Hui-hyeon, "No, that's fine. You go rest too."

"Then see you tomorrow, Ye-a."

"Yeah, see you tomorrow, Hui-hyeon."

I waved my hand slightly as I said goodbye to Hui-hyeon.

After sending off the kids who would literally be sharing meals with me starting tomorrow, I closed the front gate.

I had performed the ceremony and sent the kids home. Jeon In-hwa wanted to ask about the assassination today, but she said she didn't have time, so we couldn't set an appointment. That concluded my schedule for the day.

"I really can't get used to this leisure time."

Thinking back to my busy life in previous cycles, I don't think I ever had this much free time.

Since I had time, I decided to double-check the items I needed to bring tomorrow.

No matter what, I couldn't afford to get too comfortable with this leisure, as problems might arise later.

And finally, the day to go to Ganyangju arrived.

When I entered the academy, I saw buses chartered by the Human World Council lined up to transport Yegak Academy's Exorcists to Ganyangju.

"It's been a long time since I've seen those buses."

Having woken up early and thoroughly prepared again after yesterday, I was now going to check the most important thing—who would be dispatched with me.

Ji Seon-hwa would eventually notify me even if I just stayed in the classroom, but I wasn't patient enough to wait calmly for that. So for the first time since the last skills assessment test, I was standing in front of a paper posted in the hallway.

"Please, not Huye Jin and Jin Seo-yeon...!"

Covering my eyes with my hands and slowly spreading my fingers, I saw the writing on the paper.

<>

Seoha Village, Ganyangju

Huye Jin's Team

Baek Ye-a's Team

<>

Damn it.
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Seoha Village wasn't a place I'd visited in my previous life, but that didn't matter.

The problem was who I was going with.

Huye Jin, huh.

Well, at least Huye Jin was better than a psychopath like Jin Seo-yeon, but still...

"Excuse me, the person standing in front. Are you Miss Ye-a? Could you step aside for a moment so I can check too?"

I turned around at the voice behind me and saw Huye Jin standing there, probably checking the dispatch location and team assignments just like I was.

I noticed the tactical pouch containing essential items for field training and a horn bow with talismans attached in a leather case, with the bowstring removed.

Wow, what impeccable timing for her to show up.

The moment I saw Huye Jin's face, I quickly composed my expression, smiled, and said:

"Jin."

"Pardon?"

"Oh, it's Huye Jin. I was just startled when you suddenly spoke behind me, and I couldn't get my words out properly."

Hearing my explanation, Huye Jin looked slightly puzzled before smiling.

"I see. I was wondering why you suddenly called me by just my name."

Hahaha, hohoho. Regardless of what we thought of each other internally, we presented quite a harmonious scene outwardly. After that, I stepped aside so Huye Jin could check the notice.

After looking at the paper, Huye Jin said in an intrigued tone:

"It seems you and I are being dispatched to the same area. Seoha Village..."

"Do you know anything about Seoha Village?"

"No. It's a place name I've never heard of. I thought I knew most places in Ganyangju, but I guess my knowledge is still lacking."

I see, so she doesn't know.

But why is she dragging out her words like she knows something?

Typically, when losers encounter something they don't know, they try to appear knowledgeable by speaking mysteriously and dragging out their words despite knowing nothing. Huye Jin seemed to have this loser habit as well.

After she finished speaking, covering her mouth as she laughed, I smiled and said:

"They say that those who believe they know everything are extremely foolish. But since you've acknowledged what you don't know, this is no different from the first step of enlightenment according to the Won-gak Cult—the awareness of ignorance. Isn't that an achievement in itself?"

"...?"

Huye Jin looked at me with a strange expression, trying to decipher whether my ambiguously toned words were praise or criticism, but I maintained a smile filled with pure goodwill.

Then Huye Jin smiled and said to me:

"Thank you. I'm very happy to hear such words from you, Ye-a."

"It's an enlightenment you achieved yourself, Huye Jin. There's no need to thank me."

"Well, I'll head in first. I look forward to working with you during the training period."

"No, I look forward to working with you as well."

Watching Huye Jin's back as she entered the classroom, I smiled contentedly.

This definitely makes me feel better.

I should do this more often.

<>

To explain the dispatch system: there are several reasons why Yegak Academy sends its preparatory students on field assignments, but the main purpose is to fill the potential power vacuum in rear areas as the demand for exorcists fighting monsters in the borderlands continues to surge, and to serve as reserve forces in case of emergency.

While higher-grade students are dispatched to frontier regions like Myeongju, even that is primarily to fill vulnerable rear positions and serve as reserve forces if needed, not to be used as main combat forces.

Therefore, our dispatch is meant to stabilize the rear for exorcists fighting fiercely at the frontlines by filling gaps that easily form due to the monthly redeployment of exorcist formations, and to serve as reserve forces in emergencies—not to be recklessly used as main forces.

As mentioned above about being "reserve forces in emergencies," if something happens at the frontier, we'd have to pack our bags at our dispatch location and head to Myeongju, waiting on high alert for deployment orders.

But since such events aren't due to happen yet, let me finish this explanation and talk about the regular field training we're about to undertake. While regular training still emphasizes the main purpose of dispatch, secondary objectives are also considered important.

In fact, how well these secondary objectives are achieved determines our grades.

If the main purpose of dispatch is to fill power vacuums in the rear areas of the frontier and stand by as reserve forces for potential deployment, the secondary purpose is to stabilize civilian morale in the rear areas and solidify ordinary people's support for exorcists.

This includes activities like reforming unhealthy and unethical local customs, maintaining public security, and providing civilian support.

Thus, while field training largely serves the military purpose of "reinforcing areas prone to power vacuums and soothing rear area morale," it also has educational aspects befitting a training institution—raising support for exorcists among humans and allowing newly adult exorcists to personally practice the principle of "Annihilate Demons and Save the World," deeply instilling this ideology.

At this point in time, such "learning" was mostly focused on exterminating monsters and demons that commonly appear in the surrounding areas.

<>

Before departing for Ganyangju, we returned to the classroom after listening to Si Jeong-hyeok's brief words of encouragement and received flags representing our teams.

Looking at the flag that read "Yegak Academy 1st Year Class 1 Team 3 Baek Ye-a" with a small flying hawk symbolizing the Baek Clan's "First" emblem, I felt the same feeling I had when I saw the white ceremonial robe before.

As I received the black flag with gold lettering, Ji Seon-hwa asked me in a concerned tone:

"Baek Ye-a, are you really okay now?"

This was a question I'd received multiple times before the training, not just today, but despite my improved complexion, Ji Seon-hwa still seemed worried.

Well, I had collapsed right in front of her from "overwork," so it's natural she'd be concerned.

"Yes, I'm fine now. Thank you."

"If anything feels wrong, tell me before we depart. I'll help you."

"Yes, thank you very much."

"Any other issues?"

"None. Thank you."

"Alright, Baek Ye-a. Be careful out there."

After expressing my sincere gratitude to Ji Seon-hwa, I took the flag and returned to my place. I noticed Ji Seon-hwa asking each team leader about any special concerns as they came to receive their flags.

Despite her gloomy appearance and stiff manner of speaking, she's truly a kind-hearted person.

It would be nice if all teachers were like Ji Seon-hwa.

"Ye-a, is this our team flag?"

Yu-na suddenly poked her head from behind me.

Goodness, I almost hit her in surprise.

"Yes, this is our team flag."

"The team and your name are written so big!"

Yu-na pointed at the letters on the flag, smiling.

"That's so the locals know who we are. This flag is similar to a coat of arms."

I looked down at the flag bearing my team and name that I had regained after so long.

From now on, everything I do in Ganyangju will be done under this flag.

With that thought, I felt like this was truly the beginning.

As we exited the academy building, we saw students from other classes who were just arriving for school since they weren't part of the first dispatch.

"Those kids are lucky. Being in the second dispatch gives them more time to prepare."

When Su-a spoke with a slightly envious tone beside me, Yu-na laughed and said:

"Come on, if we have to go anyway, isn't it better to go sooner?"

"That's right. We're going to serve the human world as exorcists, so what does it matter if we go first or later?"

"I always think it's funny that Ho-jin is more old-fashioned than Yu-na."

While half-listening to the children talking behind me, I handed the prepared supplies list to the company representative and said:

"I've prepared everything like this, so please don't miss anything."

"Don't worry. We'll deliver everything safely."

The vehicle carrying the supplies I had prepared in advance for our first field training departed first, followed by Huye Jin and her team members, and then me and my children boarding the same bus.

The bus facilities were quite nice even by today's standards. It had two sets of seats facing each other, designed to accommodate two teams being dispatched together, and the aisle side was stocked with water and light snacks.

"I've never seen such a nice vehicle before."

"Wow! There's a water purifier inside the bus!"

"Su-a, don't hug the water purifier."

Seeing Lee Hui-hyeon stopping Su-a made me laugh a little.

As I was looking for my seat, Yu-na pointed to the snacks and said:

"Ye-a, look at this. They must have prepared all this because we're going on dispatch."

"Ah, yes... that's really nice of them."

But while the children were excited about the vehicle's interior, I alone couldn't share their enthusiasm.

After all, I would have to battle motion sickness for a long time.

As I've mentioned before, I get terribly carsick.

Since the vehicle departed, even Su-a, who had been chattering non-stop, was now looking at me with concern, which meant my motion sickness must have looked quite serious to others.

"Urgh... ugh..."

"Ye-a, are you okay?"

Hui-hyeon sitting next to me asked worriedly, but I barely had the strength to respond as I leaned against the sword I was clutching.

I feel like I'll throw up if I speak.

"Hui-hyeon, let's leave her alone for now. It seems really bad."

Thankfully, Ho-jin stopped Hui-hyeon, and then Yu-na held out a bottle of cold water to me and said:

"Ye-a, try putting this against your neck. It might help with the motion sickness."

"Okay..."

Unable to properly thank her, I took the water and placed it between my face and neck.

I had chosen forward-facing seats when we boarded the bus with its face-to-face seating arrangement. I was fine when we were on the well-paved road at first, but once we hit the bumpy roads, I was battling severe motion sickness just like when we went to Mt. Baekri to get the Ayong Sword.

With my chronic headaches compounded by motion sickness, the journey to Ganyangju was absolute hell.

The motion sickness medicine had no effect at all. I had even eaten a hearty meal before leaving to prevent this.

"There's a rest stop ahead, so hang in there a little longer. Okay?"

"Mmm..."

After responding to Hui-hyeon, I tried everything to alleviate my motion sickness, but it wouldn't subside.

Still, as time passed and my condition seemed to become somewhat familiar, with the other children leaning back in their seats or closing their eyes, it finally happened.

Yes, this feeling is definitely...

Instinctively sensing a serious crisis, I urgently shook Hui-hyeon, who was closing her eyes next to me, and said:

"Hui... Hui-hyeon..."

"Hmm?"

Hui-hyeon, who had been leaning back in her seat, looked at me and asked:

"What's wrong, Ye-a?"

"Car."

"Car?"

And in a very brief moment, Hui-hyeon's eyes widened as she realized my condition, and she tried to shout something, but I was faster.

In a very negative sense.

"Bleeeeeeeeeh."

Gulp, gulp.

"Ah! Ah! Ah! Ah! Ah!"

At Hui-hyeon's rare panicked scream, Yu-na, who had been leaning back with her eyes closed, sat up.

"Hui-hyeon, what's... Ahhhhh!?"

Yu-na's high-pitched scream woke Su-a and Ho-jin, who had been sleeping leaning against each other, and they quickly sat up and shouted at the disaster unfolding before their eyes.

"Ah! Ye-a!"

"Miss Ye-a!"

Hearing the commotion in the front seats, Huye Jin peeked her head over the seat with sleepy eyes as if she had just woken up.

"What's happening over there? Could you please be a little quieter... Aah! Stop the car! Quickly!"

Starting with Hui-hyeon's panicked scream after being covered in vomit, the bus turned into complete chaos.

Very much so.

Ch.57 - 1. Ganyangju (3)
The bus came to a sudden stop.

"I'm sorry... I'm so sorry..."

With blood rushing to the tips of my ears, I kept my head bowed, mechanically repeating apologies. The other students focused on helping Hui-hyeon first, who appeared to be in worse shape than me.

"Hui-hyeon, are you okay?" Su-a asked, pulling a towel from her bag. "Use this towel. It's fine if you need to throw it away."

"Hui-hyeon, move slowly. Take your time."

Lee Hui-hyeon was in a complete mess, having impressively managed to catch everything with his body to prevent it from splashing elsewhere. Despite his quick thinking in that brief moment, the unexpected humiliation left him with a vacant expression as he staggered carefully toward the bathroom at the back of the bus.

Of course, I hadn't escaped unscathed either. After Hui-hyeon came out, I too had to slip into the bathroom to clean myself up, deliberately avoiding everyone's gazes.

While showering and brushing my teeth, the shame welled up again, and I found myself hunched over, laughing through my tears.

I'm ruined. Completely ruined.

My image must have been thoroughly destroyed in the eyes of Huye Jin and the others, but especially in Hui-hyeon's.

First, I spat out medicine because it was bitter, then gorged on candy, tumbled down stairs, and now I'd created an unforgettable disgusting memory on the bus.

"Blegh," seriously?

In Hui-hyeon's mind, I must look like a baby in an adult's body now.

Ye-a the Vomiter.

Even in the original "Killing the Unkillable," I never showed such an unsightly appearance.

"Hehehehe..."

I don't know if it was the body's influence, but I'd become unusually tearful, laughing while crying.

After wiping away the moisture from my eyes and body, I changed clothes and went out to find Hui-hyeon sitting in his seat with a shell-shocked expression.

I approached him with a guilty look and carefully apologized.

"I'm sorry, Hui-hyeon. Because of me..."

"No, it's okay. These things happen."

Having changed into casual clothes since he didn't have a spare uniform, Hui-hyeon smiled with somewhat vacant eyes.

Even a seasoned Exorcist would be shocked by such an experience.

Feeling even more apologetic, I was about to apologize again when Huye Jin approached me.

"Miss Ye-a, are you feeling better now?"

"Yes..."

After answering Huye Jin, Yu-na asked me next.

"Ye-a, didn't you take motion sickness medicine before we left?"

"I did. I even ate a hearty meal to prevent motion sickness, but still..."

The hearty meal had actually made things worse.

Too embarrassed to finish my sentence, Ho-jin looked at the already wide-open window and said, "I'll keep this window fully open. That should help with the motion sickness."

Su-a looked at Hui-hyeon with concern and asked, "Are you really okay, Hui-hyeon?"

"Yes, I'm really fine."

"I'm so sorry, Hui-hyeon. I'll pay for the dry cleaning... no, I'll just buy you a new uniform."

When I apologized again, Hui-hyeon gave a soulless smile and said, "No, it's fine, really fine. Don't worry about it."

Leaving Hui-hyeon, who was repeating "it's fine" like a broken machine, I looked ahead to see Huye Jin holding something out to me.

"Take this, Miss Ye-a. It will work better than conventional motion sickness medicine."

What Huye Jin offered was a motion sickness patch that goes behind the ear.

Wait, why does she have this? I had tried to find these, but they weren't even sold at pharmacies.

"Huye Jin, what is this exactly?"

"This is a special talisman that my great-grandfather, Huye Han, had made by the Si Clan when he was the clan head. He felt sorry for his younger sibling who would get terribly motion sick from even the slightest movement. If you wear it behind your ear, it prevents most motion sickness."

Huye Han. I definitely knew about him. In the Easy, Normal, and Hard modes, he appeared as a kind grandfather who adored his great-granddaughter Huye Jin and encouraged Lee Hui-hyeon when he became Huye Jin's boyfriend.

In the Hardcore difficulty, where this man was killed by a monster, the Huye Clan had a much darker and more gloomy atmosphere compared to the bright and positive mood of the other difficulty levels.

Even on the "Killing the Unkillable" forum, people said the difference between Huye Jin in other difficulties and in Hardcore mode was whether her great-grandfather was alive or not.

So that grandfather made things like this too.

I thanked Huye Jin and accepted the talisman.

"Thank you so much, Huye Jin. I'll use it well. But is it really okay for you to give this to me?"

"It's fine, Miss Ye-a. I have plenty more that were sent from the main house."

Huye Jin gave a small eye-smile before returning to her seat.

"Shall we depart now?" the driver, who had been waiting patiently, asked, apparently judging that the situation had been resolved.

"Yes, we're good now. Please go ahead."

"If you feel queasy at all, please let me know right away."

"Yes..."

And so the bus set off again for Ganyangju.

Nothing much happened after that.

We stopped at a rest area to wash our clothes, chatted about what we would do in Ganyangju, and then went to bed. After waking up early in the morning, having breakfast, and getting back on the bus to continue our journey to Ganyangju, I didn't suffer from motion sickness thanks to the anti-motion sickness talisman Huye Jin had given me.

Still, just in case, I sat in the aisle seat.

After departure, the initially noisy interior quieted down, and even Huye Jin's group, who had been chatting in the back, fell silent. As I was leaning back with my eyes closed, I heard Hui-hyeon calling me.

"Ye-a, are you asleep?"

I opened my eyes and looked toward Hui-hyeon, who was gazing out the window.

"No, what is it?"

"Look outside. It's a flower field."

"A flower field?"

I looked out the window as Hui-hyeon suggested.

And there, I saw marigolds blooming as far as the eye could see.

"Wow..."

I couldn't help but exclaim in admiration at the sight of the marigold field swaying magnificently in the wind.

Then, remembering that marigolds blooming at this time wasn't a good sign, I said to Hui-hyeon, "It shouldn't be the season for marigolds yet, but they're already blooming here."

"It's because we're close to the border."

Hui-hyeon nodded, apparently also aware that marigolds blooming in full now wasn't a good thing.

I gazed at the passing marigold field with Hui-hyeon for a moment before saying, "The barrier must be weakening more and more."

"That's right. The barrier will get weaker and the situation will get worse. But thanks to that, we can see this flower field now."

Since it wasn't something an Exorcist of this world should say, I just looked at Hui-hyeon's reflection in the window.

"Yeah, we should enjoy the view while we can."

Becoming his implicit accomplice, I brushed my ear with my left hand as I spoke.

After all, only I, with values similar to Hui-hyeon's, could fully understand him.

Hui-hyeon, who had been looking out the window, smiled slightly and asked, "That sounds like there might not be a tomorrow."

"Did it sound that way? I was just talking about the present."

After a brief silence, Hui-hyeon asked me, "Ye-a, do you think we can win?"

"Why do you ask?"

"Just curious."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I thought I understood what was going through his mind.

This guy is getting scared.

Even as the protagonist, seeing the barrier weakening in real time right before his eyes would make anyone nervous.

That's why he's asking such strange questions.

At times like this, whether I wanted to or not, as the "Heroine," I needed to boost the protagonist Hui-hyeon's courage.

After a moment's thought, I decided to reference history that Hui-hyeon knew well.

That would resonate better with him.

"As you know, we won a thousand years ago."

Hui-hyeon's gaze, which had been fixed on the window, turned toward me.

"And five hundred years ago, we also defeated the monsters at the border and won. So we'll win this time too, as long as we don't give up."

Besides, what could possibly go wrong with me and Hui-hyeon here?

Especially since I had even regressed.

Hui-hyeon smiled at my words and said, "To be precise, it was 458 years ago."

"..."

He could have just said thanks for the encouragement instead of being so pedantic.

But since I owed Hui-hyeon a lot, I decided to let him off with just a pinch on the arm.

"Who doesn't know that? Some reaction to encouragement."

*Pinch pinch*

"Ow! Ye-a! Ouch!"

Seeing Hui-hyeon unable to shout loudly for fear of waking others, I felt somewhat satisfied and let go of his arm.

Ye-a.

"No matter how nice the facilities are, long bus rides are always tough."

"You're right. This is why I hate long-distance travel."

Su-a stretched as she got off the bus, sounding like an old person.

"Thank you so much for driving us all this way. Here's some money we all collected for you. Please accept it."

The money I was handing to the driver was a customary gratuity, but I had deliberately added extra because of what happened on the bus.

"Thank you. Was everything comfortable during the trip?"

"Yes, it was. And I'm really sorry about what happened on the bus."

When I apologized for the incident, the driver's face darkened slightly before quickly brightening with a smile.

"It's fine. These things happen sometimes."

Liar.

But I smiled back without showing my thoughts and watched as Huye Jin handed over some money next.

That amount is definitely necessary if we want drivers to agree to long-distance trips in the future.

"Everyone, gather around for a moment."

Now that we had arrived at Seoha Village, it was time to start our first activity.

"Venerable Seonyul, Exorcists from the central region have arrived."

Venerable Seonyul, who had been turning pages in a book, paused and asked, "Exorcists from the central region?"

"Yes, Venerable. They say they're from Yegak Academy, as mentioned in the official document we received earlier."

Venerable Seonyul closed the book he had been reading and said, "I see. Then I must go greet them."

"Are you going to meet them yourself? They will likely come to you. Why go out of your way?"

"They are distinguished guests who have come from afar. It's only proper that I go to meet them. Thank you for letting me know. You may go."

"Yes, Venerable."

After the worker left, Venerable Seonyul tidied his clothes and rose to welcome the Exorcists from Yegak Academy.

Ch.58 - 1. Seoha Village (1)
Seoha Village was a typical walled settlement commonly found in the borderlands and their vicinity.

When I first saw such a place in person, I thought it looked like an ancient historical site where tour guides might wander around providing information.

Even with regular maintenance, the history embedded in those walls could never truly be erased.

Not just me, but even the people of this world must have thought these structures looked somewhat flimsy and outdated, as they had devised various forms of regional defense. However, after experiencing and witnessing countless battles to defend castles and borderlands in my previous regression, my perspective changed.

The old things that are easily overlooked during peaceful times always rise to the occasion and fulfill their purpose when crisis strikes.

When the war situation became more serious... what happened again?

"Ye-a, Ye-a."

Hui-hyeon's voice pulled me from my thoughts, and I turned to look at him sitting beside me.

"What?"

"What were you thinking about so deeply? They've been calling our number. It's our turn now."

Looking around at Hui-hyeon's words, I realized everyone else had already left, and the village administrative staff member was staring at me from a distance.

The reason I was here with Hui-hyeon could be summarized in three words.

Jeong Yu-na.

That blue-haired Extra had pushed the team leader and deputy team leader into the registration team, saying we would have plenty to do later so we should take on easier tasks now.

Come to think of it, she winked at me as she left.

What wouldn't she do if she wanted to die?

I decided to repay this debt later by grabbing her hand and twisting it. Pushing aside my displeasure with Jeong Yu-na, I got up and hurried over.

"I'm sorry! I was lost in thought for a moment."

After speaking, I realized I probably could have just handed over the envelope without saying anything, but since we'd be staying here for a while, I thought it better to appear friendly. I smiled and handed over the envelope with the academy's official seal. The staff member opened it, checked the documents, wrote something down, and said:

"Yes, Baek Ye-a. Your internship registration is complete. Welcome to Seoha Village."

With the long history of internships, registration was completed simply without complicated procedures. Hui-hyeon and I left the Seoha Village Public Office.

I had thought this since we arrived, but Seoha Village seemed surprisingly vibrant for a borderland settlement.

Typically, borderlands and their vicinity were formed by people who had committed crimes—though not severe enough to warrant execution—and were forced to relocate under oath. With the revival of the Unkillable approaching, many such places had an unsettling atmosphere.

Especially given this hardcore difficulty level.

Feeling something odd about the atmosphere, I said to Hui-hyeon:

"Hui-hyeon, doesn't this place seem unusually lively to you?"

"So you find it unnatural?"

Surprised by how he cut straight to the point without beating around the bush, I couldn't help but stare at him.

He really has a peculiar sharpness.

As expected of a preparatory student, I suppose.

"Honestly, yes. It feels a bit unnatural."

At my admission, Hui-hyeon smiled and said:

"This place wasn't formed in the usual way."

"Then how was it established?"

"What? I thought you knew history well, but you seem quite weak on local history."

Normally I would have threatened to scold him, but after what I'd done to Hui-hyeon on the bus, I just smiled gently and said:

"Hui-hyeon, you know history so well, but you seem to have forgotten our recent history. Should I remind you?"

As I brought my finger to his arm, Hui-hyeon laughed and said:

"I suppose you might not know. I'm sorry."

Satisfied with his quick change of attitude, I asked him again:

"So how was this place established?"

"The clue is in the name 'Seoha.' Try to guess how it was founded."

"Just tell me. I swear I'll kill you."

"This was originally a refugee settlement."

"A refugee settlement?"

"Yes, a refugee settlement. As you can see from the map, Seoha Village has a different structure from villages created by sending criminals to the borderlands. Those places usually have harmonious village layouts due to planned construction, but this place doesn't."

Hui-hyeon can tell that from looking at a map? He says you can tell by looking at the map.

I couldn't tell even after looking.

But not wanting to disappoint Hui-hyeon, I nodded and said:

"I thought something seemed different. The village structure feels different from other borderland villages."

Nod, nod.

"......"

After staring at me for a moment in uncomfortable silence, Hui-hyeon spoke again:

"Well, yes, I knew Ye-a would notice."

Seeing Hui-hyeon's reaction, I realized that sometimes a single short, thick statement can hit harder than many words.

I shouldn't have nodded like that.

Quietly avoiding Hui-hyeon's gaze, I drew the most reasonable conclusion based on the information he had provided:

"So the people here are descendants of refugees from a place that has now perished. That's why it's called 'Seoha (西下)'—a village founded by people who came down from the west?"

"That's right, that's how this village was established. The first people who came down vowed not to flee anymore but to protect this place, and their descendants, the people of Seoha Village, remain here purely by their own will. They take pride in firmly defending the Human World near the borderlands. The difference in atmosphere between this and other borderland villages stems from that historical background."

Oh, so that's the kind of place I've come to.

I didn't know such detailed local history. Contrary to my prejudice, there were such villages in the borderlands too.

Impressed by Hui-hyeon's historical knowledge, I said to him:

"You must be happy that our internship was assigned to a village like this?"

"As an Exorcist, I wouldn't discriminate against any place in the Human World that needs protection, but I certainly don't dislike places with this kind of history."

Hui-hyeon looked genuinely happy talking about history, so I smiled and asked:

"Remember our conversation at the tea house before?"

"I do."

"Back then, I just let it slide when you said you didn't particularly like history, but now I'm certain. You were lying about not liking history, weren't you?"

I nudged him playfully, and Hui-hyeon looked up slightly before answering:

"Sometimes I dislike it, sometimes I like it."

"So you're neutral about it?"

"I don't think that's quite right either."

Frowning slightly at his vague response, I said:

"What's that supposed to mean? That's really ambiguous."

At my comment about ambiguity, Hui-hyeon smiled and replied:

"History is always ambiguous."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I half-closed my eyes and said:

"You're saying the sacred history of the Human World, built upon countless human sacrifices, is ambiguous?"

"Are you going to tell others? That I said this?"

In response to his playful question, I shrugged and said:

"After the conversation we had yesterday, why would this be a problem now?"

It was a refreshing perspective that I'd probably only hear from Hui-hyeon in this world, which made it interesting.

History is ambiguous.

This must be the conclusion Hui-hyeon had reached after devouring countless history books.

I had my own thoughts about history, but since this wasn't the time to argue our respective positions, I just found it interesting that he had such thoughts.

"What was once gold (金) later becomes red (赤), and what was once red (赤) later becomes gold (金). As long as people drive history, this will continue to repeat. That's why I think history is ambiguous."

The metaphor of red (赤) and gold (金) corresponding to black (黑) for evil and white (白) for good in this world.

Is he saying there's neither good nor evil in this world?

But there was clearly evil coming from beyond the borderlands.

The world-ending monster, the immortal Unkillable that would soon roam the Human World and ruthlessly destroy everything.

As if sharing my thoughts, Hui-hyeon looked at the sky with red energy rippling in the direction of Myeongju and said:

"But right now, it's clearly a battle between good and evil. So let's do our best."

"That's a rather ordinary conclusion for such a grand historical perspective."

Hui-hyeon and I burst into laughter simultaneously.


"Ye-a! Hui-hyeon! Good job!"

When we arrived at the Seoha Village community center where we had agreed to meet after splitting up, Yu-na was waiting alone.

The courtyard of the community center was filled with various luggage, suggesting she had already unloaded everything from the vehicle I had sent ahead.

I wondered if she might not have finished unloading yet, but she had already done it all. Her strength really is amazing.

"Good job, Yu-na! But why are you alone? Where are the others?"

"They just finished some other tasks and are now talking with the Vernerable inside the community center. He helped unload the luggage too."

Being a Doseon Cult believer, Yu-na referred to him simply as "Vernerable" without honorifics, pointing toward the community center.

Actually, it was common to call him just "Vernerable" in private conversations, so it wasn't particularly unusual.

"Really? Is that why you're out here?"

"Yes, I don't have anything particular to discuss with the Vernerable, so I gave those two some time alone."

Yu-na said with a playful smile.

"I see. But Yu-na, don't you have something to say to me?"

"Ah."

Yu-na moved her head closer to mine as if something had just occurred to her.

What is this? Does she want me to pull her hair instead of her hand?

Unable to understand her intention, I also brought my head closer, and Yu-na whispered to me:

"Ye-a, Ye-a. Did you have a good time with Hui-hyeon?"

"..."

"Don't worry about anything. Next time too, I'll work harder and give you two tiiiiiiiiime!!!"

I grabbed Yu-na's hand and sighed deeply before saying:

"Haah... Yu-na. I was in a really good mood until just now. But you've ruined it. How are you going to make up for this unpleasantness? Hmm?"

"You were in a good mood? Then it's thanks to meeeee!"

"Wow, you're tough. You can still say such nonsense even now? Hmm?"

Seeing that Yu-na seemed to have developed some immunity to my "hand of repentance," I applied more pressure, causing her to writhe as if performing a strange dance.

Ah, is this like that thing where people dance to avoid bullets fired at their feet? But it's not actually dancing?

...No, this is not something so trivial.

This is "convergent evolution."

Termites look and behave very similarly to ants, but they're actually quite distant from ants biologically.

Similarly, Yu-na's writhing looks very much like dancing, but it's actually a survival struggle far removed from dancing.

Surprisingly though, the reason for Yu-na's writhing was quite similar to why people dance.

People dance out of joy, but also to sublimate pain.

So Yu-na's current writhing serves a similar purpose to dancing.

Hence, it converges to "convergent evolution."

"My goodness, Yu-na. I just discovered something amazing again."

After discovering "Ye-a's Yu-na," now I've discovered "Convergent Yu-na" too. Truly, Yu-na must be first-class as a scientific teaching material!

"I'm sorry! I'm sorry! I get it, so please let go of my hand!"

Finally hearing her apology, I released Yu-na's hand, and she blew on it while asking me:

"But Ye-a, what exactly did you discover?"

Hearing Yu-na's question, I came slightly back to my senses and smiled brightly:

"Nothing. Nothing at all. Well then, Hui-hyeon, shall we go greet the Vernerable?"

Hui-hyeon, who had been quietly watching from behind to avoid getting caught in the crossfire, flinched slightly before saying:

"Oh, yes. Let's go greet him."

Ye-a.

Ch.59 - 1. Seoha Village (2)
When I entered the village hall, I saw a man who appeared to be a Venerable with a striking appearance talking with Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a.

I was about to leave them to continue their conversation, but the man who looked like a Venerable turned toward me, apparently having heard me enter.

"Excuse me. Are you perhaps the Venerable we've been expecting?"

<>

Seonyul Im Jae-rae

Age: 30
Gender: Male

<>

That's right.

I could tell he was a Venerable just by looking at him, as his attire already bore the emblem of Won-gak Cult—a circle surrounding the character for "enlightenment." I didn't really need to check his status window, but since I couldn't reveal that I possessed the All-Seeing Eye, I asked anyway. The man smiled gently and replied.

"A visiting Venerable, you say? Well, I'm the only Venerable in this village, so if you're referring to a Venerable... Yes! That's correct. Though your eyes don't have the typical trait, that emblem is clearly the hawk emblem of the Baek Clan. Might you be Baek Ye-a?"

"Yes, although my golden eyes are far from the typical blue eyes of the Baek Clan, I am undoubtedly a descendant who inherited the blood of the great ancestor Baek Su-ye of the Baek Clan. I, Baek Ye-a of the Baek Clan, greet you, Venerable."

After I greeted him according to proper etiquette, the Venerable returned the gesture and said:

"I see, golden eyes. My name is Seonyul, birth name Im Jae-rae. I've only been assigned to this village for a month after completing my training, so there's still much I don't know, but I look forward to working with you. And may I ask the name of the person standing behind you?"

I turned around to see Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been silently observing the Venerable. He promptly bowed his head in greeting.

"Lee Hui-hyeon greets the Venerable. I have no affiliation. I look forward to working with you."

"Yes, pleased to meet you as well!"

Though Hui-hyeon's greeting was dry and businesslike compared to how he spoke with us, Seonyul smiled and returned the greeting.

After our introductions were complete, Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a, who had been waiting patiently, greeted me.

"Good work, Ye-a, Hui-hyeon."

"Good work!"

"Not at all. You two are the ones who worked hard. Venerable, I heard you helped unload our luggage. Thank you very much for your assistance."

He must have had a difficult time despite having more training than ordinary people, since he wasn't an Exorcist.

Seonyul smiled with his eyes and said:

"It's nothing. You're distinguished guests visiting Seoha Village, so of course I should help. If my assistance was useful, then I'm the fortunate one."

"If it's not too presumptuous, may I take my squad members with me? We have some squad activities to attend to."

Seonyul readily nodded and said:

"Yes, please do. Then, Miss Ho-jin, Miss Su-a, let's meet again when we have time."

"Yes, thank you for your wonderful words."

"Thank you, Venerable."

After receiving the two's farewells, Seonyul stood up and left the hall.

"He really was a nice person."

"Yes, his words were so profound."

I'm guessing when Su-a says "profound," she means his words made sense no matter how you interpreted them?

The meanings of things get mixed up in this world, which can be confusing.

"What were you talking about with the Venerable?"

"Just general talk about how the world works. If you're interested in that kind of thing, Ye-a, next time..."

"No, I'm fine."

I cut off Ho-jin's words, feeling like I might get dragged into something troublesome.

Trying to rope me in, are you?

"Is the conversation over now?"

Yu-na, who had been outside, entered the hall after the Venerable left.

"Yes, it would have been nice if you had joined us for the conversation, Yu-na."

When Su-a expressed her regret to Yu-na, Yu-na smiled and said:

"No way! Though the Doseon Cult and Won-gak Cult share the same roots, they differ in doctrine, so it would have turned into a heated debate. Besides, dealing with someone of Venerable rank is intimidating."

Ho-jin nodded at Yu-na's words, then turned to me and asked:

"So, Ye-a, are we starting our activities now?"

I shook my head at Ho-jin's question and said:

"No, there's something more important right now."

"Something more important?"

Looking at Su-a, who was staring at me curiously, I smiled and said:

"Let's eat first."



Squads on field training typically either pay a fair price to stay in a house with a yard in the village or, through the village's goodwill, stay in public facilities.

In our case, it was the latter—thanks to Seoha Village's hospitality, we could stay in a building attached to the community hall. According to what Ho-jin told me, Huye Jin had decided to set up base elsewhere instead of staying in the building attached to the hall.

I thought I knew why.

While the surface reason was that by staying on the outskirts of the village, they could respond quickly to any potential crisis, the real reason was probably that Huye Jin had brought only money and not supplies for the village development fund like I had, so she felt it would be shameless to stay in the building attached to the hall.

Huye Jin probably didn't know that when staying in a village, especially in the frontier regions, it was something of a tradition to support the village by bringing supplies that were difficult to obtain in remote areas, thus helping to alleviate their shortage of goods.

Surely there's a market economy here too, so she probably thought giving money would be enough.

Just as Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a had underestimated the importance of supplies, it seemed Huye Jin hadn't taken that aspect seriously either.

While it was good that I had gained better personal standing and reputation in this village than her clan, the problem was that we'd wasted valuable time at the beginning.

Normally, the two squads assigned to a village would confer early on to decide which areas each would cover and how they would operate, even if they stayed in different locations.

But Huye Jin had gone off to find a place to stay first.

I was surprised when I returned to the hall after registration and heard that she had simply left without a trace.

I didn't mind her leaving—in fact, I welcomed it—but she should have at least discussed how we would divide and cover the areas of Seoha Village before going...

"So she just left even though you tried to stop her?"

"Yes, she said she would discuss it after finding a place to stay first."

"Haah..."

This is the first time my head has hurt this much while eating. We could have settled everything at once, why go through all this trouble?

Huye Jin couldn't have been so unintelligent as to not think of this.

Perhaps her mental state was affected again by not being able to complete her work perfectly.

"But she did say she would come back right after finding a place to stay."

"Of course she should."

Yu-na, who was eating beside me, said:

"It seems like you don't really like Huye Jin, Ye-a?"

Is it that obvious? But I denied it, knowing that saying so might come back to haunt me later.

"That's not true. Why would I dislike her when there's no reason to?"

Hearing my words, Yu-na glanced briefly at Lee Hui-hyeon before looking back at me.

"Really?"

"Really!"

"Do you know what I was implying?"

Yu-na looked at me with a subtle smile.

Oops.

"What were you saying?"

Seeing the curious gazes of the children who had stopped eating to look at me, I smiled quietly and said:

"Just eat your food."

It seemed Yu-na needed some re-education.



After finishing our meal and leaving the building, I carefully rechecked the luggage I had sent ahead by car, then called the children over to inspect the condition of their talismans and equipment one by one.

As expected of Yegak Academy preparatory students, their equipment was in perfect condition, and none of them had carelessly pulled on their Protection Talismans.

"The condition is very good. No tears, no wear."

Though I was muttering to myself while inspecting the equipment, Ho-jin must have heard me and said:

"We got new ones with the support funds you gave us."

"With the support funds? If you needed such tools, why didn't you tell me separately? I would have given you more."

"How could we do that? The support funds you gave were already more than what others received."

"That's right, and thanks to you giving us money quickly, we were able to get things that other students couldn't find. Thank you, Ye-a."

I felt my face reddening as I received a sudden thank you while inspecting the equipment.

Why are they so grateful when I just did what I was supposed to do?

It's only natural to calculate and receive wages separately from the cost of equipment to be used in practical training, yet they spent their own money for this training.

Indeed, despite their knowledge and talent, their lack of social experience meant they thought like fresh graduates.

This is why I need to take better care of them.

Because I'm a real adult.



Coincidentally, Huye Jin, who had found a place to stay, came to visit just after we finished inspecting the equipment.

The discussion itself went smoothly. I would take the eastern section of Seoha Village, while Huye Jin would take the western section. In case of emergency, we would signal each other using smoke or flares, and so on.

There were many other points of discussion, but we were able to handle everything efficiently without any particular conflicts.

If it had been Jin Seo-yeon instead, we would have had to go through a more headache-inducing negotiation.

If she were unintelligent, I could have played her, but Jin Seo-yeon was a psychopath, not particularly lacking in intelligence.

"Then let's wrap it up here."

Despite how much I had complained about wasting time, we actually finished faster than in the previous cycle.

"Do you have anything else you'd like to say?"

"No, nothing. Let's do well."

"Yes, Ye-a. By the way, may I ask you one thing?"

"Yes, go ahead."

When I readily permitted the question, Huye Jin pointed to the luggage I had already taken out and said:

"From what I can see, not all of this seems to be supplies you brought to donate to the village. Could you explain the purpose of those 'items'?"

"They're just things I brought for the field training. They're not something you need to worry about, Huye Jin."

After briefly looking at me and the supplies, Huye Jin tilted her head slightly and said:

"I see. I'm not sure why such things would be needed for field training... No, never mind. I'll be going now, Ye-a."

"Yes, take care, Huye Jin."

After a handshake symbolizing goodwill, Huye Jin disappeared with the other female student who had come with her.

Her handling of matters and her perceptiveness...

No matter how awkward she seems, she is the successor of the Huye Clan after all.

Having settled the division of areas with Huye Jin, I called the children over and said:

"Attention, everyone! Our objective is to patrol the areas around Seoha Village where monsters or spirits have been sighted, check for definite threats, and eliminate them if found. Although the monsters and spirits appearing in this area are said to be minor and tend to avoid approaching the village, they're still very dangerous for us who can't freely control spiritual energy yet, so we need to be careful when dealing with them."

"What's the plan you have in mind?"

In response to Lee Hui-hyeon's question, I spread out a map of the Seoha Village area and explained the plan I had prepared in advance.

The children, who were focused at first, gradually showed puzzled expressions as they listened to what seemed like an increasingly "far-fetched" plan.

After hearing my plan, Lee Hui-hyeon put his left hand to his chin and asked:

"Ye-a, will this really work? It sounds plausible, but without explaining the specific details, I think there's a very high chance of failure as it stands."

Yu-na said with a worried expression:

"Ye-a, a mission isn't supposed to be suicide."

"Wouldn't it be better to follow the traditional approach even now?"

"........."

Well, this is troublesome. I expected this, but the children's distrust is considerable, probably because I haven't shown any concrete results from my plans so far.

At least Lee Hui-hyeon was only asking for a detailed explanation, while the rest of the children unanimously declared it impossible.

But I am veteran Ye-a.

Based on my experience from the previous cycle, I had prepared diligently for this first field training, so failure was not an option.

As I was about to explain the detailed plan to convince the children, unexpected support came from an unexpected source.

"I think I understand."

When Yeon Ho-jin said she understood, Su-a turned to Ho-jin and asked:

"You understand?"

"I see, so that's why there were such things among the supplies loaded in the car?"

As expected of the meticulous Ho-jin, she must have carefully observed everything while unloading the luggage.

I nodded and said to the children:

"That's right. If you just trust me and follow along this time, you'll all get not only good results but also good scores from this field training."

And I'll get to ride the Lee Hui-hyeon bus too!

I spoke with a confident expression:

<>

At the same time, somewhere away from Seoha Village.

"Come forth, come forth, come forth, return—"

A small-framed woman with glowing red eyes raised a corpse.

"Mmm, as expected, the frontier has many strong people due to various conflicts, which is good. As always, strong people make strong corpses. Don't you agree?"

"Kill you..."

The blood-covered man gritted his teeth and glared at the woman before him as he spoke.

At first, they had appeared to be a group of ordinary humans.

That's why he had let his guard down.

They seemed no different from any other humans when they approached and conversed, but suddenly they changed and attacked his comrades. Even as an ordinary human, he fought well, like a veteran warrior who had gained experience in the frontier.

Yes, until this woman appeared and started chanting something.

After that, he had no idea what happened as they were helplessly overwhelmed and annihilated.

The strong frontier soldiers, so pathetically—

"I'm sorry for doing this to your comrades. But haven't you all learned during mandatory education that individuals are nothing in the face of the greater cause? Especially someone from the frontier like you."

But as if she hadn't heard the man's words, the woman simply looked down at him silently, speaking incomprehensible words.

Unable to bear it any longer, the man shouted in rage, almost spitting blood:

"What do you want from me, you filthy monster woman?! Why are you keeping me alive?! What's your purpose?!"

"A new god is coming from beyond."

"What?"

Despite the man's question, the woman looked up at the sky in the direction of Myeongju, like a fanatic envisioning something ecstatic, and said:

"He bestowed upon me power and a mission. To advance ahead of the sweep through the frontier and strike down my enemies. At first I didn't understand, but after experiencing it, it's true what he said—these frontier areas are surprisingly less defended. Is it because they think they won't be attacked? Or because they think Myeongju will be targeted first even if they are?"

The woman burst into laughter, her beautiful face twisting into a distorted smile.

She's insane. This monster is not in her right mind.

While the man was staring at her in bewilderment, the woman suddenly put her hand to her mouth as if she had just remembered something and said to him:

"Ah, you asked why I'm keeping you alive, didn't you?"

The man's reanimated comrades approached him.

"I simply needed food for my newly awakened children."

With the man's agonizing scream, the woman lifted her gaze to survey her next destination.

Seoha Village.

'Although he told me to avoid Seoha Village and go around it.'

A future where Exorcists, pushed down mercilessly from Myeongju by the group led by him, are annihilated by people they thought were allies.

To make this future a complete reality, not a single village along the line dividing Myeongju and Ganyangju could remain intact.

Until now, the woman had been circling near villages without being detected, turning some into Corpse Ghouls and sending them back to gradually increase their numbers.

Though not yet a significant number, if they continued to grow while evading the eyes of the Exorcists, they could eventually achieve meaningful results.

The woman headed toward Seoha Village with some of her reanimated group.
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The operation that I initially believed would go smoothly when we started turned out to be a literal battlefield of words as I tried to convince everyone to approve it.

Traditionally, when proposing new operations or plans like this, going through such a consultation process is common sense.

Usually, after explaining the details of a new operation or plan, if everyone understands, it ends quickly. But with my proposed operation, the kids strongly opposed it even after I explained the details.

"What if this operation fails? We might as well lose our heads. Ye-a, you're the Team Leader."

I was a bit taken aback when Ho-jin, who I thought was initially favorable to the operation, changed his position the moment he realized I was behind it.

To think his "I understand" wasn't support but literally just understanding.

Yu-na and Su-a, who had been skeptical even before hearing the details, opposed it even more strongly.

"That's right. Ye-a, there are methods our ancestors have been using, so why are you trying such a risky operation? I've never heard of such a method."

"That's right, Ye-a. If the operation goes exactly as you think, that would be perfect, but that's only possible if the world revolves around you. If we fail once, it's over. This is no different from gambling where you either win everything or lose everything. There's a reason standard methods exist. Aren't you thinking about the feelings of the others waiting for you outside?"

"Guys, calm down and listen. Ye-a hasn't finished speaking yet."

"Yeah, listen. She's really confident about this."

Thinking I needed to approach from a different angle to persuade them, I re-explained the significance of the operation based on "Annihilate Demons and Save the World," where I got the inspiration for the technique, and what contingency plans I had if the operation failed.

I also had to sweat through excuses for sensitive questions like why I hadn't mentioned this dangerous plan earlier at the rest stop or at the academy—questions that could make relationships awkward depending on how I answered.

And finally, I succeeded in persuading them.

"Hmm, alright, if you're going that far..."

"If it seems dangerous at all, set off the smoke signal immediately. We'll rush over. Got it?"

"I got it. Don't worry too much."

After the consultation, I glanced slightly at Lee Hui-hyeon.

Thankfully, Lee Hui-hyeon helped guide the discussion from a neutral position. Otherwise, I would have had to use my authority as Team Leader to force a decision.

That would have violated the "spirit of consultation," one of the important ideologies of the Human World, and might have created a rift between me and the other kids, even if the operation succeeded, let alone if it failed.

But this time, I had to carry out this operation even if it meant risking that.

After all, this operation was specifically designed to gain "swift movement" by creating the most favorable conditions and environment.

So truthfully, there was no room for compromise on executing this operation from the beginning.

The reason I didn't tell them until all preparations were complete and just before execution was to eliminate even the slightest possibility that the plan I had been preparing for weeks, focusing on a single Path, might be derailed.

Even now, after completing all preparations and suddenly presenting the operation plan, there was strong opposition. If I had tried to discuss it slowly over time, it would have gone nowhere.

Having convinced everyone, I had each of them carry ten stakes used for setting up protective formations outdoors in remote areas, and we moved to a forested area where many monsters had been sighted.

It was time to use the stat-boosting potion once more to overcome the initial difficulties as I had planned.



The moment I saw the overwhelming power of the formation used by the Jeon Clan's Exorcists, an inspiration struck me like lightning.

This operation was an application of a technique I came up with by combining my knowledge from reality with the techniques from this world.

Simply put, it was like an electric fly swatter.

Of course, it was inferior to the Jeon Clan's formation and took longer to prepare, but the advantage of this method was that, unlike formations, it was easy and could be made by anyone.

This method was first introduced in a previous cycle when the Barriers were weakening and people were becoming scarce. I had argued that we should at least make it easier to catch Muji, and it had been verified through several practical applications.

If it hadn't been effective, I wouldn't have used this method no matter how much it was for the Path.

In that case, the traditional method Su-a mentioned would have been better.

After arriving at the flatland outside the forest, my friends and I drove stakes into the ground to encircle the entrance as I had seen on the map, strung sacred ropes between them, and attached talismans at intervals.

Of course, not everything was exactly as shown on the map, but we managed to adapt flexibly, so it wasn't a big problem.

Yu-na, who had quickly finished her share and completed her inspection, expressed her concern to me again despite our earlier agreement.

"Ye-a, can't we reconsider this operation? It's too dangerous."

"It's really fine. I'm just going to run through the forest and provoke them a bit."

In truth, this operation involved more than just running and provoking, but I didn't mention it during our earlier persuasion to avoid even stronger opposition.

If I had, they would have tried to stop me, saying I was suicidal.

Yu-na looked at me and the stakes for a moment before speaking.

"Ye-a, do you remember what I said?"

"Yes, of course. A Team Leader's body isn't just their own, and they need to understand the weight of responsibility on their shoulders. Don't worry. I'm confident I can definitely pull this off."

Yes, it's because I understand the weight of responsibility that I'm trying to carry out this operation even if it seems excessive.

Hearing my words, Yu-na said:

"Alright, Ye-a. Please be really careful, okay?"

"Ye-a, we're done over here too!"

Su-a waved from a distance. Shortly after, Lee Hui-hyeon and Yeon Ho-jin also finished their work and approached.

"We're done here too."

"Great, good job everyone."

As we crossed the sacred rope and entered the inner area, Hui-hyeon spoke in a worried tone.

"Ye-a, you really need to be careful."

"We'll be waiting outside holding the ropes."

Hearing their tone that suggested they might cross the sacred rope and join me if necessary, I smiled and said:

"Don't worry too much. Like I said earlier, I'm confident."

"If anything seems wrong, don't hesitate and let us know immediately, okay?"

"Yes, I understand, Ho-jin. I'll definitely do that. Thanks for worrying about me."

Perhaps because we had already had an intense discussion during the operation meeting, the other kids, except for Yu-na, just told me to be careful without strongly opposing.

Dressed in light, form-fitting clothes to avoid anything that might hinder me while running, equipped with the Ayong Sword, and prepared with smoke signals in case things went wrong, I took the stat-boosting potion, stretched, and said:

"I'm saying this again because it's important, but you need to pull the ropes well when I come out and give the signal. That's why you're all staying outside."

"Okay, got it! But Ye-a, do we really need so many people to stay behind? Wouldn't it be better to take at least one person with you...?"

"No, this becomes dangerous if even one spot is left unmanned. So you all need to stay. One person is enough to go in and lure them out. Now, let's begin."

After watching the kids grab the ropes, I entered the forest.

Once inside, I spread my spiritual awareness widely to detect the surrounding Demonic Energy.

Counting roughly... about 25 of them.

That's enough that they would sense something was off and hide if we tried to eliminate them using traditional methods.

Monsters may be physically outside the specifications of living creatures, but they behave like wild animals when it comes to survival.

Like wild animals, they attack when their numbers are large and avoid confrontation when they're few.

Additionally, they seem to instinctively know who is weak and who is strong, and attack accordingly. That's why the mortality rate among ordinary people, especially the elderly and weak, is extremely high when killed by these creatures.

They're so cunning that one might think the name "Muji" (meaning "ignorance") doesn't suit them, but the true nature of Muji reveals itself when they're injured.

The "ignorance" in Muji refers to the ignorance that comes from momentary rage paralyzing their reason.

When Muji feel their bodies have been harmed, they have a habit of pursuing whoever harmed them to the end, regardless of who the opponent is, to repay what was done to them.

Without this habit, this method of exorcism would never have been possible, no matter what structures we set up.

Infusing my body with spiritual energy, I ran through the forest, heading towards areas where Demonic Energy was detected, and slashed at Muji with my Ayong Sword.

The important thing here is that I couldn't kill a single Muji.

The moment even one is killed, the other Muji who haven't yet had their reason paralyzed by anger would recognize the death of their kind and immediately flee.

The reason I didn't involve the other kids and went into the forest alone wasn't just because of their insufficient abilities, but also because I was afraid they might accidentally kill a Muji and ruin the plan.

One might ask why not immobilize them and catch them sequentially, but that would not only fail to achieve the condition for obtaining the Path, but it's also impossible to immobilize Muji unless you kill them or bind them with sacred ropes.

From the beginning, since monsters aren't living creatures, even if you cut off "what appears to be a leg," they still "walk."

Unlike human bodies, which are finished once damaged, monster bodies persistently try to compensate for damaged parts with other parts when one area is severely damaged.

Higher-grade ones even regenerate as they're being cut.

The fact that you could die if you approach carelessly, thinking a monster has been neutralized when its body is significantly damaged, is common knowledge in this world—something people grow up hearing from their parents from childhood.

Therefore, I needed to cut them just enough so they would die for sure later in the "electric fly swatter" I had set up, without infusing my sword with spiritual energy.

"Ha!"

*Slash*

As I cut a Muji's body with my Ayong Sword, the stimulated Muji chased after me like mad.

And as the number of cuts increased, the pursuit of the Muji following behind became more intense.

If my abilities had remained at B-grade, it would have been dangerous even with a Protection Talisman, but thanks to the stat-boosting potion temporarily raising my abilities to A-grade and my All-Seeing Eye, I could easily avoid attacks and continue running while cutting other Muji.

And as I cut down the 20th one in a short time, I felt something being generated and simultaneously felt my movements becoming even lighter.

Good. I got it. This is the feeling.

With this, I've obtained almost everything I could get at this early stage.

Now all that's left is to return to the village and procure materials to awaken Lee Hui-hyeon's sword.

After cutting down the remaining 5 Muji and confirming that I had drawn out all the Muji by detecting the surrounding Demonic Energy, I deliberately delayed a bit more before running straight towards the forest entrance.

I could see the other kids gripping the ropes and watching this area.

"Now!"

Shouting loudly while dramatically reducing my speed, I jumped over the sacred rope and rolled roughly on the ground.

As the kids pulled the ropes with all their might at my signal, defensive barriers were generated from the stakes, and electricity burst from the talismans attached to the sacred ropes tied to the stakes.

Originally, these talismans were meant to shock and temporarily drive away minor monsters other than Muji, but these talismans had been "specially modified" through a company I knew, making them much more powerful than simple shocks. Combined with the defensive barriers generated by the stakes used for protective formations, they created a single electric field.

And the fearless Muji that collided with the electric field split and roasted, centered on the parts where I had cut them, exploding with tremendous noise.

Rolling on the dirt ground and spitting out the soil I had taken into my mouth, I quietly smiled and said:

"The performance is definitely reliable."
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The continuous explosions of the Muji as they rushed in and collided created a spectacle that was truly like fireworks, but none of the children let their guard down, carefully observing the electric field to ensure the barrier wouldn't break.

Even after the fireworks had died down, the children watched for several minutes as I had instructed, confirming that the most the Muji could manage was a slight twitch. Then they began to move according to my directions.

"Everyone, let's move."

"Okay."

As previously discussed, the children crossed over the sacred rope and drove their blades into the surviving creatures.

"This one's still alive."

When Yu-na swung her Blue Blossom Cudgel with a heavy thud, I felt the ground around us tremble.

I didn't stay idle either, scanning the area with my All-Seeing Eye and stabbing my blade into the faintly surviving creatures.

The operation was a huge success.

Typically, when novice Exorcists go on their first field practice using traditional methods, they might catch about ten Muji per operation.

But I had seemingly hunted down all the Muji in the forest on my first hunt.

Of course, this was nothing compared to the battles that would come later, but what mattered was that I had brilliantly led the children through our first fight in this timeline.

Not just the operation itself, but that final scene of leaping over the sacred rope would definitely be highlight material in a Baek Ye-a montage.

Looking around, I could already see the change in how the children looked at me.

Even Yu-na, who had been subtly treating me like a baby, now...

"Ye-a, that one's still moving."

"Ah, right."

So that's where it was.

I pressed the tip of my blade into the head of a Muji that was stubbornly clinging to life despite being roasted all over, then twisted it hard.

I checked with my All-Seeing Eye to see if any were still alive, but the one I just killed seemed to be the last surviving Muji.

I had the children collect the bone fragments that distinguished each Muji, and they filled the thousand pouches we had brought.

"I think we've dealt with all of them now. Good job, everyone."

Having collected all the stakes and sacred ropes as well, it was time to return to the village.



Though the operation was clearly a great success with significant results, the children still weren't happy about how I, as their team leader, had risked myself during the operation.

Of course, this was just a minor complaint compared to their earlier objections.

"But thanks to that, we were able to wipe out all the Muji in the forest," Lee Hui-hyeon said, seemingly defending me.

"Right, it worked out in the end, so it's fine."

When I spoke as if what's done is done, Yu-na said to me:

"Yes, it was definitely a success. This is clearly a great achievement on your part. But next time, I hope you'll tell us too. I'm sure we could come up with an even better plan."

The operation we just carried out had to place a lot of risk on the Exorcist due to our lack of resources.

So Yu-na's point was entirely valid in the current situation.

Of course, even if there had been other options, I would have chosen this plan anyway to gain enlightenment, but still.

"Alright. I'll do that next time."

When I outwardly agreed with Yu-na, Ho-jin spoke up:

"If someone else had been the bait, I wouldn't have objected so strongly."

"But Ye-a's plan was amazing. While there were definitely points deducted for the risk factor, it's clear that Ye-a's strategy wasn't something that would come from an ordinary Exorcist's mind!"

Su-a's praise made me feel a strange heat rising to my head.

It's weird how embarrassed I get when I'm complimented.

But it would be equally strange to tell her not to compliment me.

Having my reputation rise among the children was definitely a good thing.

"What's certain is that Ye-a taking on the role of bait for our sake was truly befitting of a team leader."

When Hui-hyeon spoke, the other children voiced their agreement before I could say anything.

"We know that. Ye-a took on the bait role alone because she was worried about us."

"That's right. Especially when you shouted 'Now!' and jumped over the sacred rope—that was so cool!"

Yu-na smiled and said, "Anyway, having too strong a sense of responsibility can be a problem too."

That wasn't really my intention.

The atmosphere suddenly became strange after Hui-hyeon's comment, so I cleared my throat and said to the children:

"Let's go back, identify the shortcomings of today's operation, and postpone further discussion until then. We'll use traditional methods for hunting monsters until we resolve the issues. Understood?"

"Are you sure that's okay?"

Hui-hyeon asked with one of the more reasonable reactions one might expect when the architect of an operation they had insisted on implementing and that had proven successful suddenly proposed withdrawing it.

"After listening to what you all said, I've been thinking. No matter how efficient this operation is, it's clearly more dangerous than traditional methods. So let's put it on hold until we can improve it. We'll discuss improvement methods together."

"Right, this operation puts too much risk on the person acting as bait."

"I agree too."

"Good thinking, Ye-a."

"If everyone else wants to do it that way, I don't mind either."

With Hui-hyeon's agreement, the electric field operation was implemented just once and then put on hold.

From now on, we'd have to hunt using traditional methods, but we'd still catch more than Huye Jin's team.

In the game, Huye Jin was the top performer, but from this moment on, Baek Ye-a would be number one.

After all, I am the all-capable Ye-a.

Ye-a.


When I returned with high expectations and handed in the pouches to report, I asked about Huye Jin's team, only to learn they had not only returned before me but had achieved an unbelievable number.

"Excuse me? How many?"

"36 creatures, ma'am."

How could that be possible? 36?

"Really 36? Are you sure?"

When I asked so ungracefully, unable to accept it, the staff member smiled and said:

"Yes, definitely 36."

Right, Huye Jin was an archer. And not just any archer—one with every archery-related cheat skill.

It wasn't unreasonable for Huye Jin's team, who went out for traditional exorcism, to move in perfect coordination under the command of Huye Jin, who had been trained as a successor, driving the monsters into a position where Huye Jin could shoot them down.

Moreover, Huye Jin was not only rated as the best performer outside the game but was also the successor who carried all the expectations of the Huye Clan within the game.

But to catch so many this early in the game? I had already felt the difference in ability between the official heroine and the hidden heroine when I faced off against Jin Seo-yeon, but this made me acutely aware of it again.

So, the achievements I struggle to earn even after consuming stat-boosting potions and pulling out various techniques, Huye Jin can just casually accomplish. Is that it?

Whether she knew what I was thinking or not, the woman smiled at me and said:

"The Exorcists who came this time are truly amazing. To achieve such results! Thanks to you, our local defenses will be very secure for a while."

Hearing the woman's words, I smiled and replied:

"Not at all. We're just helping with some of the village's work. Well then, take care."

"Yes, have a good day!"

After receiving the staff member's farewell, I left the Public Office and headed to the post office with a letter I had prepared in advance to source materials for awakening Hui-hyeon's sword.

No matter how disappointed I felt, I still had work to do.


When I returned to the village hall, the children were just preparing dinner.

"Ye-a, did you have a good trip? Look at this. Some lady gave us meat for our dinner."

"Meat? That's great."

I must have seemed unusually dispirited despite the news about meat, because Su-a asked with a puzzled expression:

"Ye-a, why do you look so down? Did something happen at the Public Office?"

"Huye Jin's team caught more than us."

"Really? How many did they catch to beat us?"

"36."

"36? That's excessive performance, even for the Huye Clan."

Ho-jin paused from cutting meat with his knife and spoke with a surprised expression, then Su-a, who was washing rice nearby, said:

"Isn't that to be expected from Huye Jin, who carries all the expectations of the Huye Clan as their successor?"

"Still, it's impressive. 36 creatures. Even for the Huye Clan's successor, that's something."

While the three of us were talking, Yu-na came out carrying a pot to boil water.

"Ye-a, you're back? So who caught the most?"

"Huye Jin."

"Huh? How many did they catch?"

"36."

"Wow! That many?"

Yu-na opened her mouth wide in genuine surprise.

"Then Huye Jin's team is practically guaranteed first place in this field practice! They caught in one go what others would take about four days to catch."

"That's true. We caught a lot too, but I didn't expect Huye Jin to be this good already."

"What do you mean by 'this good already'?"

Well, since I hadn't moved with her in the early stages of the previous timeline, I didn't know she could accomplish this much from the beginning.

Of course, I couldn't say that, so I smiled and said:

"Just that her achievement is impressive. I'll help with the meal preparation now."

"Oh, we're fine out here. Could you go inside and help Hui-hyeon with the vegetables?"

"Sure, I'll... Hui-hyeon?"

"What? Is there a problem?"

Seeing Yu-na's expression as if asking what the problem was, I gave a forced laugh.

Right, there's no way even this would have been planned.

I've been unnecessarily sensitive lately.

"No, nothing. I'll do that."

"Great, have a good time."

After saying that, Yu-na made an "oops" expression as if she hadn't meant to say it.

"..."

I knew it. That Yu-na.

But everyone was preparing dinner, and I didn't have time to argue with Yu-na here, so I went into the kitchen to help Hui-hyeon with the vegetables.

Unlike the others, Hui-hyeon didn't ask me anything and only engaged in casual conversation, not seeming particularly curious about who had caught more.

"Hui-hyeon, aren't you going to ask anything?"

Unable to wait any longer, I asked Hui-hyeon first.

"About what?"

"About who caught more."

"That's not what's important in field practice. It's not like this is a competition, right?"

It was a model answer, exemplary for an Exorcist, but field practice wasn't just about ideology, so I said to Hui-hyeon:

"But our grades depend on it."

"With what we caught today, we'll be in the upper ranks anyway."

He wasn't very ambitious in the game either, but I didn't know he was this unambitious.

My efforts to get good grades are partly for Hui-hyeon's sake too.

Thinking about this made me a bit angry.

Here I am, risking my life running around, and you don't even ask?

"Are you really not curious? Seriously?"

When I kept asking if he was really not curious, Hui-hyeon asked:

"How many did Jin catch?"

"A whole 36."

"That's impressive."

Hui-hyeon's reaction was extremely bland.

"What's with that reaction? Not impressed?"

"You could have done that much too, Ye-a."

"Huh?"

"The reason you caught fewer than Jin is because there were fewer Muji in the forest, right? If there had been more Muji in the forest, you would have caught more. Isn't that right?"

Oh? That's true.

Hui-hyeon was right.

The reason I only caught 25 Muji today was because there were only 25 Muji in the forest.

That's right. I could have caught more.

"So that number doesn't mean anything. Ye-a could have caught more anytime if she wanted to."

Hui-hyeon's tone, which seemed to genuinely believe this rather than just trying to comfort me, was enough to make me happy.

"That's right, I could have caught more. You really get it, Hui-hyeon!"

Yes, the problem was that I was too happy.

Without realizing it, I hugged Hui-hyeon who was standing next to me.

"Ah."

I quickly pulled away from Hui-hyeon, put on a haughty expression, brushed back one side of my hair, and said:

"That just now was..."

While I was desperately trying to think of an excuse, Hui-hyeon suddenly raised his head.

That startled me.

"What?"

Was he that upset about being hugged?

Hui-hyeon looked elsewhere for a moment, then said:

"Ye-a, do they patrol here at night too?"

"What a strange question. Yes, of course they do. Why?"

"Are there Exorcists among the patrol personnel?"

"Exorcists? Well, aren't they all dispatched to Myeongju? As far as I know, there are no other Exorcists here besides us and Huye Jin's team. Why do you ask?"

Hui-hyeon lowered his gaze again, then smiled and said:

"No reason, I was just curious."

"You have strange curiosities. Are you trying to scare me?"

I lightly hit Hui-hyeon with the hand holding vegetables and said:

"If you're done with the preparation, take these out to the others. I'll finish the rest."

"Okay, got it."

As Hui-hyeon went outside with the vegetable basket, I continued preparing the remaining vegetables and found myself muttering:

"So he doesn't mind being hugged..."

Just like a dating sim protagonist.


In the frontier village, a curfew is enforced at night.

In the dark night, someone was watching the soldiers on patrol.

The time it would take for these guards to complete their rounds, change shifts, and for new personnel to pass by again was two hours.

Thinking it was enough time to head to the Public Office, the woman revealed herself after the patrol had passed.

And just as she was about to move—

Lee Hui-hyeon's blade was at her throat, having approached from behind without making a sound.

"Move even slightly and I'll cut you. If you're willing to answer my questions, nod slowly. Up and down."

When the woman made no move to comply, Hui-hyeon's blade pressed deeper into her neck.

Then the woman spoke:

"How can I move when you have a blade at my throat? Why don't you pull the blade back a little? I'm here to help."

Hearing the woman's words, Hui-hyeon sighed lightly and said:

"Right, that's what they all say at first. 'I'm here to help.' Do you think I'll believe that?"

Hui-hyeon kicked the woman's legs out from under her, forcing her to kneel.

"Ugh!"

"Reveal your exact identity. Your name and everything else, all of it."

Even with the woman kneeling before him, Hui-hyeon couldn't get a read on her identity.

He could clearly sense spiritual energy, but strangely, there was no demonic energy like what monsters or ghosts would emit.

Even so, given what Hwayun had told him and knowing that using ordinary humans for schemes was a common tactic of the World-Ending Cult, Hui-hyeon remained vigilant.

After kneeling silently for a moment, the woman spoke:

"Are you going to scream?"

Sensing that this was the extent of the woman's resistance, Hui-hyeon sighed softly and said:

"I'm going to cut you."

"..."

Though he said that, Hui-hyeon couldn't easily harm the woman since there was no guarantee she was definitely an enemy or a ghost.

The most he could do now was make her kneel and create the impression that he would kill her at any moment if she tried anything.

After a brief, strange standoff, it was the woman who surrendered first.

"I am a descendant of a bloodline that was cut off by you Exorcists long ago."

Hui-hyeon frowned slightly and said:

"There are many such cut-off bloodlines. Be more specific."

"Before I speak, promise me first. Promise that even after I reveal my identity, you will kill me as a human, not as an Exorcist. I want to die at the hands of a human."

After hearing the woman's words, Hui-hyeon thought for a moment and said:

"What's this? Why are you people moving already?"
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A very long time ago.

Back when the Human World was not yet the Human World, and gods and humans lived together.

When the authority of the gods had not fallen, and gods had not become beasts.

When the Divine Palace that served the gods and the human nations ruled by leaders who received the Divine Palace's trust existed in harmony.

The world of the past, where no one carelessly trespassed against others and everything naturally followed the laws established by the gods, was a world that could rightfully be called paradise on earth.

Then suddenly, someone looked up at the sky and thought:

*Why must we, born as humans, suffer through the cycle of birth, aging, sickness, and death, crawling miserably on the ground, while they enjoy eternal blessings from the moment they're born?*

Humans "realized" their inadequacies and deficiencies, and at some point, they could no longer bear the existence of beings looking down upon them.

And here is where all the tragedy begins.

Like most transcendent beings, the gods did not take human desires and complaints seriously.

To the gods, humans were always just a collective of similar appearances and similar presences.

<>

Bloodline Clan.

This term, sometimes shortened to just "Bloodline," referred to those of mixed blood between humans and Divine Beasts, and their descendants.

The most famous exorcist group among the known Bloodline Clans was the Jin Clan, who had the blood of wolf Divine Beasts.

As evident from the fact that Bloodline Clans were referred to and respected as great exorcist families, they weren't discriminated against in the Human World merely for having Divine Beast blood. Unless they identified themselves as Bloodline Clan members, others wouldn't call them that.

They were "human," after all.

In this world, the only thing that distinguishes "humans" is their actions.

It was rare for Bloodline Clan members to distinguish themselves from humans, but this woman called herself a descendant of the "Bloodline" that you had severed.

This meant that from the time when their identity was distinctly separate from humans, they had suffered long persecution for "past sins" without having a chance to assimilate their identity with humans.

And from her subsequent request to kill her as a human rather than as an Exorcist, he became certain.

This woman was from that "Bloodline" he knew about.

The woman, noticing Lee Hui-hyeon seemed to recognize her, momentarily forgot about the blade at her throat and turned around.

"Huh? You know about us?"

"Face forward."

As Lee Hui-hyeon brought the blade closer to her neck again, the woman turned back.

"You're a mixed-blood clan with dragon blood."

When the woman tried to turn her head slightly after hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, he pressed the blade against her neck, making her face forward again.

"And you typically try not to move unless necessary. You're always cautious in your actions."

"Then you must also know that our clan has the ability to see ahead."

"Yes, but I also know you've lost that ability now. So if you're thinking of using this to tell lies, you'd better stop right now."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, the woman closed her mouth.

"You really do know a lot. About our clan."

"I might know even more than you do."

Even without stating it so definitively, Lee Hui-hyeon knew that the Dragon Blood Clan's ability to see ahead had disappeared.

Even beyond the Dragon Blood Clan, any Bloodline or clan with precognitive abilities had either permanently lost their powers or had them weakened from the moment Lee Hui-hyeon, the Destroyer, was born.

His own clan had possessed such power, but when Lee Hui-hyeon, the Destroyer, was reborn in the Human World, they all lost their abilities.

Originally, the "ancestor" was said to be the most powerful precognitive in the Human World, but Lee Hui-hyeon didn't inherit the ancestor's precognitive abilities.

Instead, he gained an ability that was almost like a curse—

"Is this action agreed upon by your clan, or are you acting alone?"

"How do you even know that?"

"Just answer."

Under Lee Hui-hyeon's pressure, the woman hesitated before speaking.

"It's an agreed-upon action. We dislike the Exorcists who tried to exterminate us, but we decided to side with humans."

Hearing the woman's words, Lee Hui-hyeon let out a slight sigh.

The Dragon Blood Clan's current agreed-upon goal was restoration of rights.

This time, they were moving to seek forgiveness for their ancestors' sins and to live in the Human World.

But humans and Exorcists weren't such separate entities...

"So what are you? How do you know everything? Almost no one knows about us."

"I'm not done with my questions yet. Just answer obediently. So why did you come to Seoha Village? At this late hour?"

"I told you at the beginning, I came to help."

"You came to help, so you visit in the middle of the night? Be honest. Were you trying to cause harm under the cover of darkness?"

Although he "knew," Lee Hui-hyeon still considered the possibility that the woman might be deceiving him.

Being cautious had never done him any harm.

At his probing, the woman, who had been bowing with her knees on the ground, straightened her back and said:

"No! Although I snuck in, I definitely had good intentions."

"Everyone says that. That they had good intentions."

"Are you saying that again? I'm telling the truth."

"Fine, let's say you had good intentions. Then why were you trying to move secretly at night?"

"Because I encountered an Exorcist on my way to the Public Office."

"An Exorcist?"

"Yes, I knew immediately. That it was an Exorcist from the Huye Clan, who killed the most of us. I was too scared to move. I hate and fear Huye Clan Exorcists."

If she knew that Exorcist was the Huye Clan's successor, this woman would surely be even more terrified.

So instead of talking about Huye Jin, Lee Hui-hyeon asked the woman:

"Who gave your clan the information?"

"What?"

"No, let me change the question. Who made you start moving now? Who could it be that made you move so early?"

"Why do you say we moved early? Earlier, you asked why we're moving already, as if you've experienced something. Are you similar to us?"

"I said I'm the one asking questions."

As he tapped the side of her neck with the blade, the woman spoke:

"I don't really know. The elders said things would get better if we did this, so I just followed."

After hearing the woman's words, Lee Hui-hyeon quietly looked at her back and said:

"Are there more Bloodline Clan members moving besides you?"

The woman felt psychological resistance to the question about whether more Bloodline members were moving.

She belatedly thought that she might be revealing too much information, not knowing what kind of Exorcist the man behind her was.

But as the blade pressed closer to her neck, her mind went blank, and she blurted out:

"No, when we were deciding, I volunteered to go first before the other children. If I succeed, the others can move safely."

Looking at the trembling woman's back, Lee Hui-hyeon removed the blade from her neck and said:

"You're inexperienced."

"Huh?"

"That's enough now, stand up. Look this way."

The woman, who had been kneeling for a long time, awkwardly stood up and looked at Lee Hui-hyeon.

A face with tears welling up, but trying hard not to lose composure.

A youthful appearance with snake-like vertical pupil eyes.

Though not as pronounced as Jin Seo-yeon's, it was the appearance of a Dragon Blood Clan member who had inherited a strong Divine Beast bloodline.

"What's your name?"

"Yu Ji-a. Not the Yu family name. Just Yu Ji-a."

"So how were you planning to help this village?"

"After I tell you, will you kill me as a human, not as an Exorcist?"

"I won't kill you. There's no need."

Yu Ji-a looked at Lee Hui-hyeon, trying to gauge if his words were true, then lowered her gaze and said:

"...I was going to inform the Public Office that living corpses are coming to this village."

"Living corpses?"

"I definitely heard it. That they're definitely coming to this village."

Living corpses.

It was a universal and powerful ability that all major monsters possessed without distinction.

After all, it was the ability that had a decisive influence on the disappearance of burial culture in the Human World and the establishment of cremation culture.

So Lee Hui-hyeon felt puzzled and asked Yu Ji-a:

"For something like living corpses, they'll catch them on their own. Is that something you need to warn about?"

"It's different. These are truly 'living.'"

"Living?"

"Normally, they're indistinguishable from ordinary people. They live normal daily lives, but when they're alone with someone, they attack and gradually increase their numbers. That's what the elders said."

"How do the elders know that?"

"I'm just passing on what I heard."

After hearing Yu Ji-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon looked at her suspiciously, but Yu Ji-a stared straight into his eyes as if what she was saying was true.

Is it Hwayun after all?

Did Hwayun mobilize the Dragon Blood Clan?

With Hwayun's eloquence and special abilities, there was nothing stopping him from swaying the Dragon Blood Clan, who were hesitating between restoration and revenge.

Moreover, if he could plant eyes and ears everywhere in the Human World, detecting such signs would be no challenge for Hwayun.

Perhaps it was also Hwayun's design that the inexperienced Yu Ji-a, whose only means of persuasion was words, met someone like himself who would accept circumstantial evidence as long as it matched his experience.

She couldn't even properly contain the spiritual energy emanating from her body, which is why Lee Hui-hyeon caught her.

And the fact that she was sent to Seoha Village, where Lee Hui-hyeon happened to be dispatched—

Of course, since nothing was certain, he needed to think more carefully, but...

"So they're still approaching even as we speak."

"Yes, they said it's a time-sensitive matter."

When the conversation paused briefly, Yu Ji-a asked Lee Hui-hyeon:

"So what are you going to do with me now?"

"You can't leave."

"Right, I figured it would come to this. Please make it painless."

As Yu Ji-a closed her eyes as if resigned to death, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"Open your eyes."

"Okay."

As Yu Ji-a opened her eyes again, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"What were you planning to do if you failed after barging into the Public Office in the middle of the night to warn them?"

Yu Ji-a couldn't answer Lee Hui-hyeon's question.

She had only thought about delivering the warning, not considering what would happen if she failed.

Seeing Yu Ji-a's reaction, Lee Hui-hyeon spoke as if he had expected it:

"Right, you were just going to warn them recklessly. With the naive thought that they would surely listen. But I have a better idea."

"A better idea?"

"Yes, I'm quite skilled at alerting people to crises and preparing countermeasures. And I'll introduce you to the most kind and excellent person I know who can resolve this situation."

"Is that person an Exorcist too?"

Hearing Yu Ji-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon thought for a moment and said:

"An Exorcist, but a bit different."

<>

"My head hurts..."

Morning dawned on the second day of my practical training, giving Lee Hui-hyeon a ride on my bus.

I always wake up early because of the chronic headache that weighs on my mind.

Perhaps because it's situated to the north, the morning air in Seoha Village felt a bit cold, beyond just being crisp.

Still, it was nice to feel my head clearing up after coming outside from being indoors.

Having woken up early at dawn, I went outside, drew some water to wash my face, and brushed my teeth.

As I spat out the foam in my mouth and continued brushing, the door opened and Lee Hui-hyeon walked in.

"Ye-a, can we talk for a moment?"

When I raised my gaze to look ahead, I saw that Lee Hui-hyeon wasn't the only one standing before me.

As I lifted my head higher to see the person in front of me, the end of my toothbrush precisely jabbed between my gums and the inside of my lip.

"Ah."
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Lee Hui-hyeon spoke with Yu Ji-a while avoiding patrols before going to see Baek Ye-a.

Lee Hui-hyeon could have handled matters secretly as he had done until now.

He could have simply eliminated the "living" corpse and the leader and been done with it.

But with Hwayun's warning and feeling that the advantages of handling matters secretly were diminishing, Lee Hui-hyeon increasingly felt the need to change his existing methods and accelerate his timeline.

If so, the incident at Seoha Village could serve as that beginning.

Yu Ji-a asked Lee Hui-hyeon.

"So what's this person's name?"

"Baek Ye-a."

"Baek Ye-a? Surely not from the Baek Clan that I know?"

Yu Ji-a's vertical pupil eyes trembled, as if merely mentioning the Baek Clan frightened her.

Lee Hui-hyeon nodded at Yu Ji-a and said:

"Yes, that Baek Clan."

Upon hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's confirmation, Yu Ji-a made a sad face and said:

"I hate the Baek Clan! They killed us the third most times."

"Still better than the Huye Clan who killed the most, right?"

"Whether they kill ten or a hundred, killing is killing. That's why I also hate the Jin Clan who killed the fourth most."

Hearing Yu Ji-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon clicked his tongue slightly.

*Right, the Dragon Blood Clan always remembers grudges clearly.*

In truth, they would need to cooperate with the Huye Clan later, but Lee Hui-hyeon didn't mention this at the current moment.

Baek Ye-a had no power base, so cooperation with other factions was essential, and conveniently, the Huye Clan's successor was in the same village.

Borrowing the power of Jeon In-hwa, with whom he had already built trust, wasn't an option since she was too far away.

*Of course, if I mentioned Jeon In-hwa, she'd probably say she hates the Jeon Clan for killing us the second most.*

"By the way, Hui-hyeon, does that person know about our bloodline as well as you do?"

Now addressing Lee Hui-hyeon familiarly by name, Yu Ji-a asked about Baek Ye-a with curiosity.

She hoped that perhaps this person might also know about Yu Ji-a's bloodline and be somewhat sympathetic, just as Lee Hui-hyeon knew about the bloodline but was relatively generous toward Yu Ji-a.

It was nothing if not the opportunistic thinking characteristic of the Dragon Blood Clan.

That's why Lee Hui-hyeon said something Yu Ji-a hadn't expected.

"I'll have to explain it to her now."

"Starting now?"

"Can't you do it?"

Lee Hui-hyeon's black eyes with red rims turned toward Yu Ji-a in response to her reluctant tone.

Looking at Lee Hui-hyeon, Yu Ji-a found the current situation somewhat amusing.

Not only was she conversing with an Exorcist, but she even felt like she was being shown consideration.

Unlike their harsh first meeting, Yu Ji-a felt that Lee Hui-hyeon was somehow different.

This was the Human World.

No one would listen to the words of the Dragon Blood Clan, who were hunted for committing the sin of knowing ahead of time long ago.

Yu Ji-a hesitated before saying:

"I'll do it. So tell me more details about your plan."

---

Caught off guard by the toothbrush that stabbed into my mouth, I trembled for a while, unable to speak.

This happened occasionally in reality, but to think it would happen here too.

I pulled the toothbrush out of my mouth, rinsed, and when I looked back toward Lee Hui-hyeon, I noticed another person standing in front.

It was a girl looking at me with a restless expression.

I first observed the woman with my All-Seeing Eye.

---

Yu Ji-a

Age: 17
Gender: Female

Abilities
Strength: C  Agility: C  Intelligence: E  Luck: A  Spiritual Power: A

Path to Enlightenment

Status
Normal

---

17 years old.

She looked young for her age, but Yu Ji-a was clearly an adult by this world's standards.

Plus, that high spiritual power.

"What do you mean by talk? Hui-hyeon, when did you go out? Is this girl from the village?"

She's not, there definitely weren't any more Exorcists in this village.

Moreover, her attire was far from the typical clothing of Seoha Village.

I was about to ask if she was from somewhere else when Lee Hui-hyeon spoke to me first.

"She's a descendant of criminals condemned for the sin of knowing ahead of time."

"What?"

Such unexpected words.

Before I could think more about what he'd just said, Lee Hui-hyeon continued:

"Wake up the children. We need to discuss this."

"The Vice Team Leader brought something impressive."

Ho-jin let out a hollow laugh as he looked at Yu Ji-a standing before us.

From across the room, Yu-na, who was staring at Yu Ji-a, rubbed her face with both hands and said:

"Hui-hyeon, even if this child provided information that could help the village, is there a reason you brought her here instead of handing her over to the patrol?"

"Hui-hyeon, you're always surprising people with all sorts of things, just like during training. Though not as much as the information you've brought..."

The children's reactions were generally disbelief, criticism, and pure surprise.

Su-a didn't show any particularly hostile attitude toward Yu Ji-a.

"I thought it was too big an issue to decide alone, so I brought her here. I believe this is when we should consult with each other."

"There are clear village rules and laws, so why didn't you just follow them?"

To Yu-na's question, Lee Hui-hyeon answered:

"She provided information for the village's benefit, so I couldn't just hand her over to the Public Office after getting the information. If I had, given the past verdict, she would have gone straight to the execution ground as per custom."

"You certainly have a point."

Su-a nodded in agreement with Lee Hui-hyeon's opinion, but Yu-na and Ho-jin didn't seem to share that view, showing no reaction.

I sighed lightly and asked Yu Ji-a for her name.

"What's your name?"

When I asked her name, Yu Ji-a's vertical pupils, which weren't very noticeable when we first met, turned toward me.

"I'm Yu Ji-a, not from the Yu Clan. Just Yu Ji-a. And I'm a descendant of the bloodline mixed with dragon's blood."

Yu Ji-a was a Dragon Blood Clan member without a family name.

In the past, many bloodline clans didn't have family names, but during the process of assimilating with human identity, adopting family names like humans became a trend, even though no one had taken the initiative. Bloodline clans without family names became rare.

Above all, in the current Human World, bloodline clans were just humans unless they distinguished themselves otherwise.

The fact that she openly stated which divine beast's blood was mixed in her lineage meant she didn't consider herself human.

Even the most famous mixed-blood clan, the Jin Clan, only hinted at their origins through their family crest, but they didn't go around saying they had wolf divine beast blood mixed in.

What an irony that the dishonor of being labeled a criminal's descendant by humans actually preserved her bloodline identity.

More importantly, to think such a thing would happen at this point in time.

Originally, the Dragon Blood Clan would start moving when other bloodline clans began to stir.

After looking at Yu Ji-a for a moment, I said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"Well, Hui-hyeon must have had some thoughts to bring her here like this. Tell us your opinion. What do you want to do with Yu Ji-a?"

When asked about his opinion on Yu Ji-a's treatment, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"My opinion is that she's a witness who came to provide important information to the village, so our team should protect her. Even if she's a descendant of criminals who committed the sin of knowing ahead of time, if this information is true, it's enough to warrant amnesty since she's not the one who committed the crime."

As soon as Lee Hui-hyeon finished speaking, Yu-na, who had been listening quietly, opened her mouth.

"Before I speak, I want to clarify that I'm not an advocate for guilt by association. However, since Yu Ji-a has been judged guilty by association according to past laws, I think we should take her to the Public Office in accordance with the law. Our ancestors' verdicts surely had social consensus and rational judgment for their time, and I don't think it's something we, who still have much to learn, should arbitrarily judge."

The moment I heard Yu-na's words, I saw the potential for this 'discussion' to intensify.

The system of guilt by association, still practiced in the Human World, was a controversial institution, especially among young Exorcists and people.

Sure enough, Su-a, who had heard Yu-na's words, spoke with a polite but slightly irritated attitude:

"But as Hui-hyeon said, if the information Yu Ji-a brought is true, then she has done a great service. Saving many lives is truly following the righteous path of annihilating demons and saving the world. But if we hand her over to the Public Office now because her ancestors committed crimes and she gets executed, can we bring her back to life later when the truth of her service is revealed?"

"But right now, she's a 'definite' descendant of criminals. The logic that we should protect her now because she'll render service in the future seems similar to the logic that we should forgive current debts because money will come in the future, don't you think?"

"Wait, everyone, calm down!"

Not wanting this meeting to turn into a mock trial, I stopped the children, and when they quieted down for a moment, Yu-na asked me:

"What do you think, Ye-a?"

What do I think?

Of course, as someone with a modern person's core, I absolutely don't support guilt by association, but outwardly, I'm in a position of leadership.

If I rashly defended a "criminal" with idealistic arguments that would only work on modern people, I could lose trust and reputation.

After thinking, I carefully opened my mouth:

"I will stand as Yu Ji-a's guarantor in my capacity as a successor candidate of the Baek Clan."

A guarantee—an action that an Exorcist with a certain social position and clear identity could take for another person.

It wasn't clearly defined in the laws of the Human World, but it had a strange authority that cleverly held legal effect through various legal provisions.

I couldn't stand as guarantor recklessly without grounds, but if what Yu Ji-a said was true, I certainly could.

Of course, failing to fulfill the guarantee would result in serious loss of prestige and forfeiture of the security deposit, but I didn't care about such things anyway.

Yu-na looked at me with surprised eyes and said:

"You, Ye-a?"

"Yes, Hui-hyeon, you're confident that what Yu Ji-a said will definitely happen, right?"

"Yes, judging from various circumstantial evidence, it seems certain. There's no benefit in deceiving us, and since it's information verified according to an ancient prophecy of the Dragon Blood Clan, it shouldn't be wrong."

"Alright, that's fine. For now, we'll take Yu Ji-a to the Public Office, but Lee Hui-hyeon and I will guarantee that she has provided testimony that helps Seoha Village. Then, until the matter is definitively resolved one way or another, she won't be punished and will be detained in the village. Do you agree?"

When I formally asked Yu Ji-a, she nodded and said:

"Yes."

*She's a woman of few words.*

"Good, let's wrap up the discussion here. We'll eat breakfast first, and then I'll take Yu Ji-a to the Public Office with Hui-hyeon. And Hui-hyeon, let's talk for a moment."

I called Lee Hui-hyeon outside separately.
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I called Lee Hui-hyeon outside not to scold him for what happened earlier, which would have been the obvious reason.

Since I'm in charge of leading our team, there will be conflicts in the future, and I've experienced worse in real life.

If anything, the earlier conflict was relatively mild since I was able to mediate the situation and temporarily stop the disagreement. It meant I was respected as the team leader.

Above all, I hadn't fully embraced the cruel customs of the "Killing the Unkillable" world enough to blame Lee Hui-hyeon, who had brought the Dragon Blood Clan member hoping to help them earn merit.

I was just keeping up appearances to maintain smooth relationships with others.

The real reason I called Lee Hui-hyeon out was because of the current mysterious variable.

Until now, the variables had always centered around Hui-hyeon himself.

But the current situation, while involving Hui-hyeon, was a variable that had little connection to him beyond the fact that he had brought Yu Ji-a, a Dragon Blood Clan member.

So I couldn't simply attribute this to Hui-hyeon being his usual random-number-generator self, since he had almost no connection to this incident.

Even his explanation of how they met made perfect sense—it could have happened to anyone.

Events like this weren't entirely absent from the game, but the timing was the problem.

According to the standard progression, Bloodline Clans who had been condemned wouldn't reveal themselves and become active in the Human World until at least after the first seal of the Unkillable went mad.

In the game, when society fell into chaos and the laws of the Human World became tangled in turmoil, the Bloodline Clans—who had been hesitating between revenge against humans and seeking restoration of their status—would intervene in the Human World with their own thoughts and policies.

But as evident from the fact that I hadn't considered them significant to the goal of killing the Unkillable from the beginning, these intervening clans, with a few exceptional individuals, had little impact on the story's flow.

Their practical influence was limited to being mob enemies who looked different from demons, wandering annoyingly around the field under the name of "revenge-seeking Bloodline Clan."

Even the named ones only appeared to be thoroughly used by the demonic forces before being abandoned or betrayed.

The "restoration faction" wasn't treated any better—the story merely mentioned that someone from some Bloodline Clan joined a certain group for restoration, or was rejected by some group and died.

They simply didn't properly appear in Lee Hui-hyeon's story from beginning to end.

And this was why I found the current situation strange.

Clearly, until yesterday, despite various variables, the early stages had been progressing smoothly according to the standard pattern. But now I woke up to find an event that shouldn't happen until the middle or later stages.

Could this really be a random variable without any intervention?

Of course, if it followed some ancient prophecy of the Dragon Blood Clan, I'd have nothing to say, but then similar events should have occurred in previous cycles, yet there were no such incidents in the early stages of previous cycles.

I don't know everything, and since this is my first time in Seoha Village, it's possible that in previous cycles they simply ignored the information and killed and burned the clan member like a criminal... but still.

Having finished my thoughts, I lightly brushed my lips and asked, "Hui-hyeon, did Yu Ji-a say anything else besides the prophecy?"

"What do you mean? Didn't I tell you everything earlier?"

Hui-hyeon's confusion was completely justified.

From dawn until now, the kids had been bombarding them with questions for hours.

Naturally, Yu Ji-a should have been the main target of questioning, but since Hui-hyeon was the one who found her and brought the information, he also had to field many questions.

The atmosphere had gotten so heated at one point that I had to cool things down.

And even then, since the source of information was merely a verification of an ancient Dragon Blood Clan prophecy, it didn't earn complete trust. In the end, to appease Ho-jin and Yu-na, who still wanted to punish Yu Ji-a, I had to promise to vouch for her along with Hui-hyeon.

But throughout those intense discussions, Yu Ji-a only answered questions when asked, never steering the conversation herself.

So thinking we might have missed something, I shared my thoughts with Hui-hyeon.

"I was wondering if someone else might be behind Yu Ji-a's actions."

"Behind her?"

"Yes, it's strange, isn't it? Suddenly claiming to want restoration and coming to Seoha Village, a place with no connections, to deliver information and seek restoration."

"She said she came urgently because it was one of the Dragon Blood Clan's ancient prophecies about something happening soon."

"But Hui-hyeon, you must know about the Dragon Blood Clan from history books. They're cautious and won't move unless they're certain they can gain something. But Yu Ji-a isn't acting alone—she's moving with the consent of other Bloodline Clans. They might not all receive amnesty, only Yu Ji-a, yet they sent just her and didn't accompany her. Doesn't that seem odd?"

This wasn't something to be proud of, but as I spoke, I felt my logic was sound and couldn't help feeling pleased with myself.

Hui-hyeon listened to me and replied, "Then you must also know this: 'While the Dragon Blood Clan's nature is cautious, their way of thinking is childish and opportunistic. Even as their bodies grow into adulthood, mentally they remain like children who never matured. They trust others easily and hate easily.' If you hadn't considered that, it wouldn't make sense."

Hui-hyeon recited what seemed like a passage from a book, appearing unconcerned.

In truth, this would be a normal reaction at this point in time.

If they were the kind of people who thought and acted as Hui-hyeon described, they wouldn't have committed those acts in the past, but...

I nodded glumly and said, "That's certainly true, but..."

Hui-hyeon briefly looked at the building attached to the hall where Yu Ji-a was staying, then turned to me and said, "I think it's probably this: They've wanted to return to the Human World for a long time but couldn't find a suitable opportunity. Then they happened to find records of an ancient prophecy and impulsively came to Seoha Village, thinking they could use it as an excuse to help people and gain restoration. Yu Ji-a said something similar, didn't she? That she came to help us."

That was indeed true.

If this had happened in a previous cycle, we wouldn't have been in this village, so as I thought earlier, it wouldn't be strange if she had been captured and killed immediately.

"That's certainly true, but..."

"If you're still concerned, just ask her directly. I'm only relaying the information I heard."

"...When you put it that way, you're right."

Hui-hyeon was definitely correct.

After all, Hui-hyeon had only brought Yu Ji-a here and wouldn't know the details.

Maybe I should ask the person directly later.

"Is our conversation over now?"

"Yes, let's go back inside, have breakfast, and get moving. Just be prepared—you know what I mean. I'll cover for you, but we don't know what questions they'll ask at the Public Office. Understand?"

"I understand. But are you sure it's okay to vouch for Yu Ji-a? I'm a preparatory student at Yegak Academy, so I could stand alone."

"It's fine. You said you were certain. And how could I let a squad member vouch for themselves? As a Baek Clan Successor Candidate, my guarantee carries more weight, and taking care of squad members is a team leader's duty. So no more arguments."

Despite various puzzling and troublesome points, I was truly grateful that Hui-hyeon hadn't immediately handed Yu Ji-a over to the Public Office but brought her to me to discuss with the others.

Following protocol and turning her over to the Public Office would have earned excellent marks for security, but it would have felt extremely uncomfortable—essentially betraying and killing a Bloodline Clan member who came to provide information and earn merit for the Human World's sake.

So Hui-hyeon's decision not to immediately hand Yu Ji-a over to the Public Office was very welcome from my perspective, as someone who needed to work with him until we killed the Unkillable.

It meant that Hui-hyeon's characteristic kindness was still being displayed even in situations that others might find sensitive in this hardcore difficulty "Killing the Unkillable" world.

And this meant I could trust Hui-hyeon.

But unlike me who accepted this, the other two backstabbers wouldn't have even considered it.

How fortunate for Hui-hyeon that I'm the team leader.

Huye Jin is a loner, so she doesn't count. Ye-a.

Before going back inside, I thought about the two people who were hostile toward Yu Ji-a.

I'd played my trump card by offering to vouch for her, but Yu-na and Ho-jin might still raise objections.

If they did object, the Won-gak Cult doctrine wouldn't work on Yu-na, so I'd have to persuade her by appealing to the greater good.

Thinking of words to convince the two, I went back inside with Hui-hyeon and found Han Su-a flustered in front of Yu Ji-a, with her back to us.

Yu-na and Ho-jin were also staring blankly with their mouths slightly open, clearly something had happened.

"Ye-a..."

"What? What's going on?"

As I hurriedly took off my shoes and entered, I saw Yu Ji-a eating an entire bag of candy by herself.

Judging by the two empty candy bags at Yu Ji-a's feet, she seemed to have eaten them all.

What the fuck.

Su-a, who had just noticed us, said with a tearful expression, "Ah, Miss Ye-a! I told her to eat just one, but...!"

"This is delicious! Give me more!"

"There isn't any more! What you just ate was the last! I told you to stop eating!"

"But I haven't eaten anything for days while coming here!"

"Ah..."

I could roughly guess what had happened.

Su-a, who wasn't hostile toward Yu Ji-a, had offered her a piece of candy as a gesture of goodwill, but after eating it, Yu Ji-a had snatched the bag and continued eating despite Su-a's protests.

She had eaten all the candy meant for the kids by herself.

That childlike behavior.

Yu Ji-a was definitely a Dragon Blood Clan member.

I glanced at Ho-jin and Yu-na, who were looking at Yu Ji-a with expressions of disbelief.

Was it fortunate that the two were too stunned by Yu Ji-a's behavior to speak?

No, that couldn't be right.

There's no way I could be okay with a Dragon Blood Clan member who suddenly appeared in this village eating all my candy that I had thought about and prepared before the field training.

"She's kind of like you, Ye-a."

Behind me, Hui-hyeon muttered as if talking to himself.

I turned to Hui-hyeon and pointed at the tattered sacred rope that had been used in our operation, smiling as I said, "This is like you."

"Why is that sacred rope... Oh."

I hit Hui-hyeon.

<>

The news of a Dragon Blood Clan member suddenly appearing at the Public Office threw Seoha Village into chaos.

It would have been enough of a commotion if the descendant of a criminal who had been sentenced to death for the crime of knowing too much in advance had suddenly appeared in a remote village. But when word spread that two Exorcists from Yegak Academy were vouching for and protecting this descendant of criminals, the reaction was understandably intense.

The information Yu Ji-a had come to deliver hadn't spread yet, but since they needed to share the information and establish village-wide countermeasures, it was only a matter of time before rumors about the information would spread.

At the same time, Huye Jin, who had heard the news about Yu Ji-a from Han Su-a who had come to deliver the message, said, "So this happened while I was sleeping."

"Yes, based on the verified information, the village is planning to conduct a joint investigation. Baek Ye-a asked me to apologize for not informing you earlier."

Hearing Han Su-a's words, Huye Jin smiled gently and said, "No, matters of the greater good should always be handled promptly. Miss Baek Ye-a made the right decision. Is there anything our team can do to help?"

"Yes, actually Ye-a said she'd come with Hui-hyeon around lunchtime to discuss cooperation."

"With Hui-hyeon?"

Huye Jin's tone unconsciously lifted slightly at the mention of Lee Hui-hyeon coming with Baek Ye-a, but Han Su-a didn't notice.

She thought there was no way the Huye Clan Successor would get excited about someone coming with someone else.

"Yes, since he was the first Exorcist to make contact with the Dragon Blood Clan."

Hearing Han Su-a's explanation, Huye Jin nodded and said, "I see. That's fine then. Have you informed Venerable Seonyul and the Small Council?"

"Yes, Yeon Ho-jin went to Venerable Seonyul, and Jeong Yu-na went to the Small Council."

While there were variations between villages, Seoha Village's Small Council had, due to the remote village's special circumstances, maintained only the appearance of a council as required by law, delegating most duties to the Public Office.

However, for large-scale mobilizations like this, the Small Council's consent was procedurally necessary, so Baek Ye-a had informed them.

After hearing that Baek Ye-a's team had already done everything that needed to be done immediately, Huye Jin said, "I see. You've handled everything excellently. I'll prepare and wait until our cooperation meeting later. Thank you for delivering the message."

After sending Han Su-a away, Huye Jin quietly murmured, "A living corpse..."
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When I went to the Public Office with Yu Ji-a and Hui-hyeon, everything was fine, but when we first arrived, there was a small commotion.

It wasn't because people at the Public Office were demanding the immediate execution of Yu Ji-a as a criminal's descendant, nor was it because she was causing trouble.

It was simply because the people at the Public Office recognized her identity from her physical characteristics and were shocked.

It might be comparable to seeing a legendary villain race from ancient stories or history suddenly appearing in the real world.

Having anticipated this reaction to some extent, I followed my original plan. I approached an employee, briefly stated that Hui-hyeon and I would vouch for Yu Ji-a, and quickly went through the procedures.

Afterward, Lee Hui-hyeon and I were guided by the employee to a small room inside, and only after another round of explanations were we able to begin the guarantee process.

"Ye-a, I can pay for it."

"No need. What if you run short when you need money during the guarantee period?"

I stopped Hui-hyeon from paying his share of the deposit and combined our portions instead. While I filled out the certificate in front of the Public Office employee, Yu Ji-a waited quietly beside us.

To be precise, she wasn't just waiting—she was watching cautiously.

Was she afraid of being left alone at the Public Office after the guarantee procedure was completed?

No, that seemed unlikely. Despite having met just hours ago, she was already shameless and adaptable enough to eat three bags of expensive honey candy despite Han Su-a's attempts to stop her, and at breakfast, she tried to eat all the meat dishes by herself until Yeon Ho-jin, who couldn't stand it anymore, scolded her harshly.

She was probably just intimidated by the current atmosphere.

But thinking about it again, I'm getting annoyed at this lizard girl.

"Ye-a, aren't you pressing too hard while writing?"

"Huh?"

Coming to my senses at Hui-hyeon's comment, I realized I had been unconsciously applying too much pressure while filling out the certificate.

I lifted the fountain pen from the slightly punctured paper and said, "Ah, thanks for telling me."

But that didn't mean I had forgiven Lee Hui-hyeon for saying earlier that I was like that Dragon Blood Clan candy thief.

After smiling at Hui-hyeon, I glanced at Yu Ji-a, who was rolling her vertical-pupil eyes around.

When I finished filling out the certificate, the Public Office employee said, "Yes, this completes the certificate stating that Baek Ye-a and Lee Hui-hyeon are guaranteeing the identity of Dragon Blood Clan member Yu Ji-a. The certificate will remain valid until the information she has brought is verified."

Despite the confusion of dealing with a situation they had likely never encountered in their career, the employee calmly followed the guarantee procedure while consulting an old manual.

Secretly impressed by the employee's professionalism, I responded, "Yes, I understand."

"Confirmed."

"Good. Now, please show me the seal you will use on the certificate."

The employee took out a yellow piece of paper from a drawer.

In the Human World, when making contracts or handling official matters like this, one first visually confirms the seal, then stamps it on the yellow paper before finally stamping the actual contract.

This procedure serves as evidence of which seal was used for the "contract," preventing someone from changing their seal later and going back on their word.

I took out the Baek Clan successor candidate seal from my pocket—the same one I had used when sending letters to request funds from the Baek Clan—and showed it to the employee.

"Yes, confirmed. Now please stamp here."

Following the employee's instructions, I stamped the paper and then the certificate. The employee then turned to Lee Hui-hyeon, who hadn't taken out a seal yet.

"Mr. Lee Hui-hyeon, if you don't have a seal, you may use your fingerprint instead."

"No, I have one here."

Lee Hui-hyeon took out a black cloth pouch from his pants pocket.

"Hui-hyeon, you had a seal?"

"Yes. It's one my clan used in the past."

Lee Hui-hyeon took the seal out of the black cloth pouch and showed it to the employee.

"Yes, confirmed. Please stamp here."

Lee Hui-hyeon firmly pressed the seal, leaving an impression.

Though it was stamped in the standard blue ink used in the Human World, and the face of the seal was small enough that it might be hard to notice at a glance, my good eyesight—befitting a member of the Baek Clan—allowed me to easily recognize that the emblem on Lee Hui-hyeon's seal was the Spider Lily (Pianhwa).

So the emblem used by Lee Hui-hyeon's clan was the Spider Lily.

After carefully checking the contents of the certificate one more time, Lee Hui-hyeon handed over the stamped certificate. The employee detached the back portion and stamped it with a paper-metal device while saying, "While you're in the village, the two of you will be responsible for managing Dragon Blood Clan member Yu Ji-a. If you need to leave the village, you can leave Yu Ji-a at the Public Office. That concludes the process."

The employee handed me the stamped certificate, which I then passed to Yu Ji-a.

From now on, Hui-hyeon and I would be Yu Ji-a's guarantors and supervisors, accompanying her within the village.

Additionally, this certificate would legally guarantee Yu Ji-a's safety within Seoha Village until the truth of her information was verified.

As I handed the certificate to Yu Ji-a, I said, "As long as you have this, you shouldn't have any major problems as long as you don't leave the village. If anyone asks about you, show them this certificate. Understand?"

"Yes."

Despite her earlier outburst, Yu Ji-a still seemed afraid of my Baek Clan background and avoided eye contact as she replied.

"And while you're with us, don't cause trouble and behave yourself, okay? Don't just grab and eat whatever looks delicious on the street without permission."

Since we had to stay together until the matter was resolved, I spoke with a hint of humor in my tone. Yu Ji-a responded, "Yes."

"Is 'yes' all you can say?"

"Yes—I mean, no."

Yu Ji-a, who had habitually started to answer with "yes," quickly corrected herself.

Well, at least she's listening to what I say.

Hui-hyeon, who had been quietly listening to my conversation with Yu Ji-a, apparently decided it was over and said to me, "If we're done, let's go. The others will be waiting."

"Right, let's go."

And with that, the guarantee procedure at the Public Office was completed.

<>

After leaving the Public Office, we headed straight for the meeting hall.

We had sent Yu-na to the Small Council, Su-a to Huye Jin, and Ho-jin to Seonyul Venerable to relay information, but it seemed their conversations were taking longer than expected, as none of them had returned yet.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, can I go to the bathroom for a bit?"

After eating so much, Yu Ji-a seemed to be having stomach issues as she pointed at the meeting hall.

Why is she only asking Hui-hyeon when I'm right here beside her?

Is this like in the military when soldiers ask the more approachable senior if they can do something?

"Sure, go ahead."

When Hui-hyeon answered instead, Yu Ji-a glanced at me briefly before running straight into the building.

Seeing me staring blankly at her retreating figure, Hui-hyeon misunderstood and said comfortingly, "Don't take it too hard. Dragon Blood Clan members are known to hold grudges for a long time."

"What are you talking about? That's not it at all."

With Yu Ji-a gone for the moment, I decided to ask Hui-hyeon about the emblem I had seen earlier.

"By the way, Hui-hyeon, that emblem on your seal earlier—it was a Spider Lily, right?"

"Yes, you recognized it well. Most people think it's some other flower similar to a Spider Lily."

"I have excellent eyesight. And even if someone did recognize it..."

I paused briefly.

Even though Lee Hui-hyeon's way of thinking was close to that of a modern person, I thought I should be careful about such matters, as there might be boundaries I wasn't aware of.

But Lee Hui-hyeon seemed to have already understood what I wanted to say and continued my thought.

"Even if they recognized it, they might think no one would use such a flower as an emblem. That's what you wanted to say, right?"

"I'm sorry, did I offend you?"

Lee Hui-hyeon smiled and said, "No, not at all. It is a bit ominous, isn't it? There's a legend that Spider Lilies bloomed abundantly in the place where 'The Enlightened One' disappeared."

The legend Lee Hui-hyeon mentioned was the reason why the stone mountain in this world was called Spider Lily, similar to its name in Japan, instead of its original name.

In this world, there was a legend that particularly red and vivid Spider Lilies bloomed abundantly in the place where "The Enlightened One" disappeared.

Then Hui-hyeon looked at me and said, "Actually, in my clan, there's a legend that one of my distant ancestors was with 'The Enlightened One' when he disappeared."

"Really?"

This was the first time I'd heard this story—it wasn't even in the setting guide for "Killing the Unkillable."

How much of the setting did the creators of "Killing the Unkillable" hide for stories to keep emerging like this?

Curious, I asked Hui-hyeon, "So what's the content of the legend?"

"Well, that..."

"Ye-a, Hui-hyeon! I'm back!"

Just as Lee Hui-hyeon was about to tell the story, Yu-na returned.

"Huh? Why are you two alone? Where's Yu Ji-a?"

"Yu Ji-a is in the bathroom."

No sooner had Hui-hyeon replied than Su-a also returned.

"Oh, you were outside, Ye-a! I'm back! But where's Yu Ji-a?"

"She's in the bathroom."

"Well, after eating that much..."

Han Su-a made an expression that suggested Yu Ji-a was beyond help.

Looking at the returned children, I said to Hui-hyeon, "Tell me the rest another time."

"Sure, I will."

Though I was really curious about Hui-hyeon's story, since the children were returning, I had to set aside my curiosity for now as we had important matters to attend to.

"Let's start with Yu-na. What did the Small Council say?"

Yu-na began telling the children about what had happened at the Small Council.
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"So you're saying the mobilization approval has been postponed for now?"

"Yeah, they said they'll conduct a thorough investigation at the village level first to verify the information."

Yuna's message was more positive than I'd expected.

On the surface, the Human World tends to reject all foreknowledge, but apparently the claim that this was information confirmed through prophecy carried some weight with the people in the borderlands, enough that a full investigation was being implemented.

I felt relieved at Yuna's words and asked, "Did you hear about the size of the investigation team?"

"No, I didn't get those details, but since they're planning to investigate people inside the village too, I'm guessing they'll mobilize quite a few people."

The talk of investigating village residents suggested they took the threat of "living corpses" seriously. I thought this level of response was adequate and said to Yuna, "Great, you really worked hard, Yuna. How did it go with Su-a?"

When I asked about Su-a, she eagerly replied, "Yes, I told her I'd meet her at lunch as you suggested. Judging by Huye Jin's positive reaction, I think we'll be able to get her cooperation without much trouble."

I had been concerned that Huye Jin might dismiss our story, so this was reassuring news.

I actually considered Huye Jin's cooperation more important than getting mobilization approval from the Small Council.

Beyond her team's combat strength, as the successor to the Huye Clan, Huye Jin had the authority to quickly summon Exorcists affiliated with the Huye Clan in Ganyangju to Seoha Village in case of emergency.

So naturally, I prioritized Huye Jin.

"Hey everyone, I'm back," Ho-jin said, returning just as we were finishing our conversation.

"Ho-jin, good work. What did Venerable Seonyul say?"

"Honestly, when I left, I didn't think we'd get any cooperation, but surprisingly, he listened to my story seriously. He said if the information proves true, he'll contact the religious order to inform them and help persuade the Small Council."

"Really?"

I was somewhat surprised that our information was being accepted so readily, even though I had thought the recent doctrinal corruption incident might make people more receptive.

"That's wonderful news, Ye-a," Su-a said, turning to me with a smile, clearly pleased that things were going well.

"By the way, where's Yu Ji-a?" Ho-jin suddenly asked, looking around.

"Oh? Now that you mention it..."

"I'm right here."

Ji-a, who had been standing next to Hui-hyeon, answered.

Goodness, that startled me.

"What? How long have you been there?"

"I've been here the whole time. Since Yeon Ho-jin started talking about the Venerable. It seemed like an important conversation, so I was quietly listening. Sorry if I startled you."

Hearing Ji-a's words, I realized something surprising.

Believe it or not, Ji-a was actually capable of consideration for others and apologizing.

Ji-a's apology was proof of universal human morality.

Indeed, all humans possess a conscience that guides them to correct mistakes, consider others' perspectives, and apologize when they've done something wrong.

Though it's a fragile conscience that would crumble pathetically for sweet candy and meat dishes. Sigh.

"It's okay, just make your presence known next time. No problem."

"Alright, Lee Hui-hyeon. I'll do that next time."

Ji-a smiled brightly and moved closer to Hui-hyeon's side.

Hmm.

As I watched the two of them for a moment, Yuna smoothly inserted herself between Ji-a and Hui-hyeon and said, "It's almost lunchtime. What should we have?"

At Yuna's question, Ji-a exclaimed, "Meat!"

"You already ate it all," Ho-jin shot back.

Su-a chimed in, "There should still be some left in the refrigerator. If not, I can go buy more."

"No, if we need to go shopping, let's go together," I said.

As I followed behind the others, I wondered: Why did it bother me to see Ji-a standing so close to Hui-hyeon?

When lunchtime came, Hui-hyeon and I left Ji-a at the hall with instructions for the others to check their equipment, and went to meet Huye Jin.

On our way, the village was much busier than yesterday, probably because of the investigation. As we passed by, villagers silently bowed in greeting, and we diligently returned their greetings.

They really didn't need to greet us when they were this busy.

When we knocked on the door of the house where Huye Jin's team was staying, one of her team members opened the door and greeted us.

"Hey, Hui-hyeon. And Ye-a? Is that what I should call you?"

Huye Jin's team member already knew my name.

I smiled gently and said, "You can speak comfortably. Just call me Ye-a."

"Ye-a? Something feels off about just 'Ye-a,' so I'll call you Ye-a-ssi. Is that okay?"

"...Just call me Ye-a."

What's with this guy? Something about him rubs me the wrong way.

"Hi, Ju-yeong. Where are the others?" Hui-hyeon greeted him casually, apparently already acquainted.

"What? You know this guy?"

"Yeah, I know all of Huye Jin's team members."

"Really?"

He knows all of Huye Jin's team members...

I didn't realize Hui-hyeon had such an extensive network.

He always seemed so aloof when dealing with others, so I didn't expect him to have so many friends.

Come to think of it, Hui-hyeon was the one who brought Su-a and Ho-jin to our team.

I'm feeling a bit inferior now.

"Are you two done chatting? The others are busy with tasks Jin assigned them. Oh, and my name is Yeon Ju-yeong. Nice to meet you."

Yeon Ju-yeong extended his hand to me.

I took his hand, imagining twisting it like I had with Yuna.

"Yeah, nice to meet you too."

On our way to Huye Jin, we saw team members checking equipment and supplies.

Huye Jin's team members seemed too busy to pay attention to us as we passed by.

Huye Jin was seriously considering cooperation, not just paying lip service.

Despite my poor first impression, Ju-yeong kindly escorted us to Huye Jin.

"Jin, they're here."

Then he coolly went back to whatever he was doing.

Seriously, what's with him?

Inside, Huye Jin was looking at something in a book. She closed it and said, "Ah, Hui-hyeon-ssi, Ye-a. I've been waiting for you."

Huye Jin greeted us with a smile.

"Hello, Huye Jin-ssi. Thank you for making time for us."

"Not at all. For a matter like this, I should certainly make time. I heard a brief overview from Su-a. Let's discuss our cooperation."

"Yes, Huye Jin-ssi."

Throughout our discussion about cooperation, the atmosphere remained friendly.

We first discussed the information Ji-a had provided and Hui-hyeon's testimony.

"...That's what happened."

"Hmm, in that situation, anyone would have encountered them. Now, could you tell me in detail about the information you received?"

Despite my slight concerns, Huye Jin showed no animosity toward the Dragon Blood Clan and simply asked about the information.

Next, we discussed the village's policy and subsequent actions.

"For now, the village has decided to conduct an investigation, and they'll approve large-scale mobilization once the truth is confirmed."

"Should we align our movements with the village's position then?"

"No, I'd like you to at least inform the Huye Clan about this situation. Issues related to demons can escalate unpredictably."

"I understand."

Huye Jin also shared what she had personally verified about the yokai before we arrived.

"I've checked various yokai traditions, but there's no clear precedent. Even similar ones don't quite match the information Yu Ji-a provided."

"Could it be due to insufficient records?"

"Yes, I was considering that possibility too. There are countless unknown yokai in this world. I wasn't saying I don't believe it because there's no record. I just thought it would have been helpful if there was one."

Throughout our conversation, Huye Jin asked various questions to me and Hui-hyeon, seemingly trying to form a complete picture.

As expected of a successor, I suppose.

After discussing many topics and establishing a plan, as the conversation seemed to be wrapping up, Huye Jin said, "Let's conclude our discussion here."

"Yes, thank you for your hard work."

By the time we finished, quite a bit of time had passed.

The next time we meet will probably be if the investigation doesn't go well and we need to handle things ourselves.

Even if we need to consult with Huye Jin on issues, I thought we should first establish a plan with our team members.

<>

Something's wrong, the woman thought as she first approached the vicinity of Seoha Village.

According to the patrol schedule she'd received from the village, people should have been passing by around this time.

When patrol members passed by, the woman would send her "children" to attack and infect them, then send the infected patrol members back to the village to spread the infection.

This was a simple and efficient strategy her "god" had taught her, one that had never failed.

But after reaching Seoha Village's outskirts and waiting in various locations, the woman realized that no one was coming.

"Hmm. This is strange. Why aren't they coming?"

As a borderland village, Seoha Village couldn't possibly neglect patrolling its surroundings.

Borderland villages never knew what might happen around them.

Just like how the woman was waiting for people now.

Which meant...

Had someone discovered her plan?

Had some sinner discovered it and informed other sinners?

If so, they wouldn't keep it to themselves but would spread the word elsewhere.

They would spread it throughout the den of sinners who refused the grace bestowed by god.

If that happened, the great work her god intended to accomplish through her would come to nothing.

As this realization dawned on her, the woman's face twisted hideously.

"So there are worm-like sinners who dare to reject god's grace. Just because you're hiding in your den doesn't mean anyone can escape their fate."

The woman quietly rose from her position and looked toward Seoha Village.

"Yes, then I shall gladly come to you. If you won't come to me, I'll go to you. If you won't accept grace, I'll kill you all."
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The world that had entered its end didn't leave a single human creation intact.

All sophisticated machines humans had built ceased to function, and vehicles exposed to demonic energy refused to move.

The hordes of the Unkillable denied everything made by human hands.

The only things humans could still use were relics from bygone eras, once considered useless and ignored.

Books containing human knowledge had also been corrupted by demonic energy. Ordinary people who weren't Exorcists would often go mad from mental contamination just by reading and understanding a single phrase.

That's why Lee Hui-hyeon, having recently finished a major battle and finding some rare leisure time, was sorting through books that people had recently salvaged—separating contaminated texts from clean ones for the benefit of others.

In other places, simply burning books without reading them was the safest option, but Lee Hui-hyeon could do this work because he had a constitution immune to curses.

"Hui-hyeon, still sorting?"

Baek Ye-a entered the tent with two cups in her hands, pulling back the flap.

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had just finished transcribing a book, set it aside and picked up another one before answering.

"Yeah, I'm planning to go to sleep after I finish this one."

Baek Ye-a placed a cup near Lee Hui-hyeon and sat down close beside him.

But Lee Hui-hyeon remained focused solely on the book, not even glancing at the cup Baek Ye-a had brought.

Unable to bear it any longer, Baek Ye-a poked Lee Hui-hyeon with her finger and said, "Hui-hyeon, sorting is fine and all, but how about paying attention to your surroundings? I went through the trouble of brewing tea for you."

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been completely absorbed in his work, finally noticed the tea placed nearby and asked Baek Ye-a, "What's with the tea? This must have been hard to get these days."

After all her effort, that was his response?

Baek Ye-a secretly thought she should have just drunk it herself as she replied, "The kids who went out recently brought it back. They shared some with us."

"That's really kind of them. They must have gone through a lot of trouble themselves."

"Well, not as much trouble as you're going through, sorting and transcribing all these books by yourself. Knowledge may be important, and enlightenment may destroy evil, but you need to rest now. You can do this after everything is over."

At Baek Ye-a's insistence on rest, quoting a phrase from the Won-gak Cult scripture, Lee Hui-hyeon reluctantly set aside his book and picked up the cup.

After everything is over...

"This is delicious."

After taking a sip, Lee Hui-hyeon complimented the taste, and Baek Ye-a proudly put her hands on her hips.

"Of course it is. Who do you think made it?"

"Seeing how well you brew tea, you really are the all-capable Ye-a."

"..."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's teasing, Baek Ye-a hit him on the shoulder.

"You always have to invite punishment when things are going well. Didn't I tell you to stop with that 'all-capable Ye-a' nonsense? How many times is this now?"

The nickname "all-capable Ye-a" originated when Baek Ye-a mentioned she could perform most tasks that other Exorcists could do at an above-average level, even outside her specialty. Lee Hui-hyeon had abbreviated it to "all-capable Ye-a," and she had overreacted to it.

Lee Hui-hyeon had simply said what came to mind, and she could have just laughed it off, but due to its strangely irritating sound, her overreaction had created this strange nickname.

As the violence from the all-capable Ye-a grew increasingly intense, Lee Hui-hyeon surrendered.

"Sorry! I'm sorry! Stop hitting me!"

"If you do it again next time, it'll hurt even more, you hear me?"

Just then, someone urgently opened the tent flap, drawn by the noise from inside.

It was a woman with blue-dyed hair tips and a bandage wrapped around her forehead.

It was Jeong Yu-na from the Cheonghwa Clan, who had suffered a forehead injury in a recent battle.

"What's going on in there?!"

After briefly checking inside and realizing the two were just bickering, Jeong Yu-na smiled and said, "Hui-hyeon, Ye-a. Having a lovers' quarrel even in the evening?"

Baek Ye-a clicked her tongue softly at Jeong Yu-na.

Jeong Yu-na was a precious person who could brighten even the darkest atmosphere with her unique cheerfulness, no matter how grim the situation became.

Baek Ye-a was also grateful to Jeong Yu-na for helping her connect smoothly with Exorcists who initially had misgivings about her.

Yes, if only she didn't try to forcefully pair up Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a.

*I had no idea this blue-haired Extra was half-human. Why does she keep trying to pair me with Hui-hyeon?*

"What are you talking about? Not at all."

"Not at all? Earlier, you were asking Jeong-i to teach you how to brew delicious tea to bring to Hui-hyeon..."

"Waaah!"

Baek Ye-a screamed loudly and waved her hands frantically.

"Aack! Ye-a! Don't use spiritual energy!"

"Shut up! I'll make you keep your mouth shut one way or another!"

Lee Hui-hyeon watched Baek Ye-a's energetic behavior and thought it was truly fortunate.

When they had reunited in the cave, Baek Ye-a had acted like someone for whom everything was over.

"It's all over. What nonsense about destroying evil and saving the world?"

When they first met in the cave, Baek Ye-a had denied everything.

"You should have done better in the first place! You're the Protagonist! You're different from me!"

And she had condemned Lee Hui-hyeon with incomprehensible words.

"Hui-hyeon, I'm sorry. I shouldn't be angry at you. If I had helped you... if I had been more aware of my place..."

Then she had denied her own efforts.

"Someone like me should never have existed in this world in the first place..."

Finally, she had denied herself.

Lee Hui-hyeon had felt genuinely sorry and sad for Baek Ye-a.

He believed that he was partly responsible for Baek Ye-a's condition, having pushed his own responsibilities onto her, whom he considered most capable. As a result, Baek Ye-a had been rejected by everyone and her spirit had been broken.

That's why Lee Hui-hyeon had told her, "That's not true. There are still things we can do."

"...Things we can still do?"

"Yes, there's still a grace period before the world completely ends. We can destroy the Unkillable during that time."

"...How do you know there's still a grace period left?"

"That's..."

Afterward, Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a had moved together, gathering Exorcists who were still fighting.

When they were alone, Lee Hui-hyeon would constantly ask Baek Ye-a if she was really okay.

Each time, Baek Ye-a would give the same answer:

"I'm fine. As long as you stay by my side. If you just do that, I'm really fine."

Since she always gave similar answers whenever he asked, Lee Hui-hyeon's questions gradually became less frequent over time.

Although Baek Ye-a still suffered and struggled with past events, Lee Hui-hyeon began to think that his questions might be fueling her distress.

And as time passed, the Exorcists who had once debated whether they were just holding out until the end or if the end was already here, began to see a glimmer of hope thanks to the two people: Baek Ye-a, the strongest Exorcist in the Human World, and Lee Hui-hyeon, the greatest Exorcist who had risen to prominence after the world's end.

After all, enlightenment was the way to destroy evil, just as "The Enlightened One" and his followers had done in the past.

"Well, I'll be going now. Hui-hyeon, take it easy despite the circumstances. And Ye-a, don't stick so close to him just because it's evening. Hehe!"

"Go! Go and never come back!"

As Jeong Yu-na waved goodbye and left the tent, Baek Ye-a grumbled.

"She's always like this, isn't she?"

Looking at Baek Ye-a, who had unconsciously snuggled up next to him again, Lee Hui-hyeon smiled and said, "Indeed."

When Lee Hui-hyeon tried to pick up the book again, Baek Ye-a firmly grabbed his hand and said, "Why won't you listen to me? Didn't I say to leave tasks for later that can be done later?"

"Alright, I understand. I'll do as you say."

As Lee Hui-hyeon took his hands off the book in surrender, Baek Ye-a placed the cup in front of him and said, "Good thinking. Here, drink the tea I brewed. It tastes best before it gets cold."

This moment was a brief, peaceful interlude amid the series of great hardships they had recently endured.

Soon after, the two would set out to destroy one of the five great evils.

<>

Three days had passed since then.

Initially, I thought we could handle the situation quickly and move on, but the only measures taken in the village were temporarily suspending patrols, maintaining a state of alert, and preventing villagers from going outside. No significant actions had been taken.

"I apologize. We're currently busy assessing various aspects of the situation, so please wait a little longer."

Frustrated by the delayed response despite being in the early stages, I slammed my hand on the table and said, "No, you've been saying similar things all along. What excuse will you use to delay next time? Please give us from Yegak Academy the authority to handle this ourselves. The source of information is clear, and we're ready to act immediately. Why is there so much delay?"

"I'm truly sorry, Miss Baek Ye-a."

Since the Public Office employee could only repeat apologies, having no other options, I had no choice but to leave.

Well, when you think about it, that person is just following orders, so what fault is it of theirs? Should I storm into the security forces or the small council?

When I entered the meeting hall, the children were waiting for me.

Hui-hyeon wasn't in the hall, so he must have stepped out somewhere.

Yun-mi, who had become quite friendly with Yu Ji-a despite their initial differences, looked at me and asked, "Ah, Ye-a. How did it go? What did they say this time?"

"They asked us to wait again."

"Again?"

"Wow."

Ho-jin let out an exclamation of disbelief upon hearing my words.

"This won't do anymore. Ye-a, I'm going to visit Venerable Seonyul and Su-a for a moment. I need to ask them to at least speak on our behalf."

"What? Ho-jin, you said before that Venerable Seonyul would help if the information was certain."

This time, Su-a stepped forward and said, "But we can't just keep sitting and waiting, can we? The threat Yu Ji-a mentioned is approaching even as we speak, and as Exorcists, we can't just wait when we know what's happening. So please, would you allow us to go?"

Su-a's pleading expression made me feel guilty.

After all, handling such matters cleanly is also the Team Leader's responsibility.

Thinking it wasn't good to keep holding them back, I said to Ho-jin, "Alright. Just make sure to speak respectfully. Understood?"

"Yes, we'll be back soon."

"We'll be back soon."

After Su-a and Ho-jin left, I sat down next to Yun-mi, sighed, and said, "Yun-mi, should we have just handled this ourselves without reporting it?"

"You know what would happen if we did that. Everything has its procedure. As Exorcists, we should be exemplary and follow the laws of the Human World."

Her answer was exactly as I expected.

Such a conservative, really.

"Where's Huye Jin?"

"Huye Jin is also waiting after informing the Huye Clan. I ran into her at the Public Office yesterday, and even with her intervention, nothing changed."

"Is the investigation really that difficult?"

"There must be some complicated internal issues. I thought things would move faster in a frontier village like this. Even though this is a frontier, it's Ganyangju, not Myeongju. Could that be why the administrative process is slow?"

"I don't know, but I think even villages further from the frontlines would handle things faster than this."

Perhaps it's because the information was verified through a Dragon Blood Clan prophecy?

I wondered if we should have sanitized the source of information, but that would have certainly been opposed by Ho-jin or Yun-mi, and it was already too late.

"At this rate, I want to ask for all the supplies I provided to be returned."

"Ye-a."

"I know, I know, I'm just saying that because I'm anxious, not seriously."

That's a lie. I'm actually serious.

"Don't be too impatient. They've at least properly set up alert measures and said they would notify other villages. Surely nothing will happen, right?"

"There's a saying that 'assumptions can kill.'"

"Is there such a saying?"

"There is."

Hui-hyeon said as he entered the meeting hall.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, you're back?"

Unlike when I arrived, Yu Ji-a waved happily to greet Hui-hyeon.

Hmm.

"Hui-hyeon, where have you been?"

"Just looking around the area. What did they say at the Public Office?"

"They told us to wait."

When Yun-mi answered, Lee Hui-hyeon put his left hand to his chin and said, "Really? It's taking too long."

"I think it might be taking longer because we're the only Exorcists here, and even the Exorcists who were in the village have all been dispatched to Myeongju. These kinds of problems are easier for Exorcists like us to decide on."

"That makes sense. But where are Su-a and Ho-jin?"

"They said they were going to see Venerable Seonyul. They're feeling very frustrated because they can't do anything when they feel they should."

"Is that so? They must be really frustrated. I thought Venerable Seonyul said he would help if the information was clear."

"The problem is that the investigation never ends."

"Or even if it has ended, they might be fighting over internal differences of opinion..."

After the conversation ended, a brief silence fell.

I thought we had let them freely interrogate Yu Ji-a as a witness, so what could be the problem?

"Let's not just stay inside here. Let's go out and see what's happening. In frontier villages like this, residents often revere Exorcists, so it might be easier to find something out."

"Seeing how the small council is dragging things out, I'm not so sure about that."

"Ye-a."

"I'm joking, Yun-mi. Joking..."

"You stay here. Don't go out carelessly."

Yu Ji-a nodded at Hui-hyeon's words and said, "Alright, I'll stay here quietly until you return."

According to the rules, we should always stay together, but as in reality, such rules were occasionally ignored.

It's not like Yu Ji-a is a real criminal anyway.

So we decided to go outside for a while.

Despite going outside, we couldn't gather any meaningful information.

The villagers, noticing the unusual situation in the village, actually asked us, "Exorcists, what's happening in our village? It's nothing serious, right?"

Of course, being frontier people, their curiosity seemed stronger than their fear.

"Just in case, wouldn't it be good to prepare vehicles to evacuate children and the elderly to the rear?"

"You know as well as I do. Our village is on the frontier, and if we prepare vehicles in advance, they'll break down quickly. Is there no other way?"

Although I had been angry about the delayed handling of the situation, the vigilance inside and outside the village was real.

The people on the ground also seemed unaware of what was happening higher up.

With such a lack of unified system, no wonder things got backed up later.

I almost thought it might be better to deal with this situation now rather than later.

"Ye-a, let's go back. We shouldn't interfere with the work of the people here."

At Yun-mi's words, I nodded and said, "Alright, I understand."

At least we learned that even the people on the ground don't know how things are moving at the top, so that's something.

Just as we were about to head back, I suddenly felt a chill down my spine.

An ominous energy, a feeling, a sensation of something unnatural penetrating.

This feeling is definitely...

"Yun-mi, Hui-hyeon. Did you feel that too?"

When I turned around, Hui-hyeon was silently staring in the direction where the energy was coming from.

And right beside him, Yun-mi, who was also looking in that direction, tilted her head and said, "Guys, isn't that the direction of the Public Office?"

At Yun-mi's words, a realization flashed through my mind.

Could it be...

"Let's go, quickly!"

I started running toward the Public Office without even checking if the others were following.

Living corpses, resurrection.

They can be brought back.

Why didn't I think of it earlier? That there were "corpses" at the Public Office.

Fragments of bones from no less than 61 Muji.

As I ran toward the Public Office, alarm bells began ringing from all directions.
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All the way to our destination, the village was in chaos due to the sudden ringing of the alarm bell.

"Ye-a! What's going on? What's happening right now?"

Yu-na seemed confused about the situation even as she ran toward the Public Office.

I shouted to her while running:

"It must be the bone fragments! The bone fragments from the Muji we caught recently—that's what's causing this!"

"Bone fragments? But... that doesn't make sense! It was definitely exorcised! Monsters that have been killed that way can never come back to life!"

Yu-na shouted back, clearly unable to comprehend what I was saying.

In truth, Yu-na was right.

If you stopped any Exorcist on the street and asked them, nine times out of ten they would say the same thing.

That such a thing was absolutely impossible.

That's why I couldn't understand the current situation as we rushed toward the Public Office.

No matter how powerful a spirit might be, reviving a monster when only bone fragments remained should be impossible.

I knew this from personal experience.

But it was actually happening.

"They're coming!"

"Prepare battle formation! Don't let the Muji pass through here! We must hold this position at all costs!"

"These creatures are different from the ones we usually face! Be careful!"

As we approached the Public Office, I could see the village security forces fighting against the Muji.

They were desperately blocking the path with a defensive formation using whatever limited equipment they had, without time to prepare properly for this sudden situation. But it was clear they would soon reach their limit if left like this.

"Arghh!"

Just as the right flank of the formation blocking the Muji horde was about to collapse, I drew my Ayong Sword and rushed forward.

Baekri Divine Sword Style, Fourth Form: "Not Showing Flight, Not Hearing Sound"

Activating my energy meridians to handle the maximum spiritual energy, I instantly cut down the Muji that was about to pounce on a man.

I continued slashing through the Muji without giving them any opening.

Baekri Divine Sword Style, Sixth Form: "Leaving the Valley, Moving to the Tall Tree"

Baekri Divine Sword Style, Seventh Form: "Accumulated Feathers Sink the Boat"

After cutting down a Muji attacking from above, I slashed through three more, but it wasn't nearly enough as more Muji continued to swarm toward us.

"Ye-a, watch out!"

Blue Blossom Cudgel Technique, Fourth Form: "Hidden Crowd Approaches"

From behind came the heavy sound of air being cut, followed by the sound of flesh bursting above my head.

"Thanks, Yu-na. Where's Hui-hyeon?"

"Over here."

Hui-hyeon had already unwrapped the bandages from his blade and cut down several Muji.

After confirming the kids were safe, I turned around and asked:

"Is everyone alright?"

I scanned the people with my eyes, but fortunately, it seemed no one had sustained serious injuries.

A young man who appeared to be the highest-ranking officer among the security forces present stepped forward and said:

"Yes! Thank you so much, Exorcist. If you hadn't come, we surely would have all died."

The man expressed his gratitude with the directness typical of frontier people, but I was looking at the Muji I had dealt with.

Signs of unnatural regeneration, enlarged bodies.

And flesh that was disturbingly fresh.

The Muji were unnaturally "healthy"—so much so that I would have been fooled if Yu Ji-a hadn't warned me beforehand.

I quickly took out an Incineration Talisman—something normally only used during wartime—to burn the corpses.

It wasn't something one would typically carry around for practice, but I had prepared it just in case.

"What exactly happened? Where did these Muji come from?"

Yu-na asked the man, still unable to believe that the bone fragments of an exorcised Muji had come back to life.

I also wanted to ask for accurate information, so Yu-na's question was quite appropriate.

The man responded with a troubled expression:

"We don't really know where they appeared from. The alarm bell suddenly rang, and we came out while preparing..."

They didn't know where the Muji had appeared from.

Thinking this answer was sufficient, I said to the man:

"This is just my guess, but those creatures are very likely revived corpses."

"What? I've heard such stories, but the ones we faced were stronger than ordinary Muji. I've never heard that revived creatures are stronger than when they were alive. Isn't that something you Exorcists know as well?"

The man's doubt was completely justified, but I had no time for further explanation, so I handed him the Incineration Talismans and said:

"I can't give you a detailed explanation right now. For now, attach these talismans to the Muji corpses to burn them, and don't leave the bodies unattended for long. Please remember what I've told you."

"Where are you Exorcists going?"

"We're heading to the Public Office to check something. That's likely where this all started."

"What? Wouldn't it be better to check the north gate? The Muji were coming from the direction of the Public Office, but wouldn't the north gate beyond it be more likely?"

The man didn't seem to grasp the flaw in his reasoning.

Thinking I had no more time to waste here, I said to him:

"The north gate should be fine. I wish you good luck."

I only said the north gate would be fine, but instead of asking more questions, the man nodded and replied:

"Yes, I wish you good luck as well, Exorcist."

After saying goodbye to the man, I made eye contact with the people behind him.

*We've eliminated the biggest threat, so these people should be fine even if we leave now.*

I turned around and said to the kids:

"Let's go."

As I ran ahead, Yu-na and Hui-hyeon followed.

While running toward the Public Office, Yu-na called out to me:

"Ye-a! Do you really think it started at the Public Office? There's a chance we just happened to detect the demonic energy from that direction!"

Without looking back, I shouted:

"It's the Public Office! I'm almost certain!"

The man didn't know where the Muji had come from.

If these Muji had entered from outside the village, he wouldn't have said he didn't know where they came from.

If the Muji had climbed over the walls or broken through the gates, the emergency communication network on the outskirts would have alerted the entire village, and the current confusion would have been less severe.

This was a frontier village, after all.

In other words, there was a high possibility that these Muji had originated from the Public Office, as I had initially felt.

As we ran toward the Public Office, corpses came into view.

Broken spears, entrails, blood, arms, heads, and unidentifiable remains.

Occasionally, Muji would attack us on the way, but each time, Hui-hyeon or Yu-na would quickly deal with them, attach talismans, and burn them as we continued forward.

The further we went, the quieter the sounds of fighting became, replaced by an eerie silence.

And when we finally reached the Public Office, it was unnervingly quiet, unlike when we had been there earlier.

Blood-stained windows, shattered glass, and broken door frames.

One thing was clear.

Something terrible had happened inside.

The staff who had helped with Yu Ji-a's guarantee and the employees I had met from the first day until today.

These weren't strangers—they were people whose faces I knew and with whom I had frequently conversed.

The thought that these kind, friendly people who had been alive just moments ago were now lying dead somewhere inside in a horrible state made me suddenly short of breath.

"Ye-a... are you okay?"

Yu-na gently rubbed my back as she spoke.

"I'm fine. Thanks."

As I told Yu-na I was fine, I felt pathetic.

*Nice job. What are you doing in front of the kids right now? I'm the team leader responsible for everyone.*

After taking a deep breath, I said:

"Hui-hyeon, come inside with me. Yu-na, wait outside. Keep watch and let us know immediately if anything happens outside. Got it?"

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon asked with concern:

"Ye-a, are you really okay?"

"I'm fine, really."

Yu-na hesitated for a moment, then nodded and said:

"Alright. Ye-a, Hui-hyeon. Be careful in there."

Hui-hyeon and I entered the Public Office.



Upon entering the Public Office, I briefly closed my eyes at the horrific scene before me.

Blood splashing under my shoe soles, unrecognizable remains that I didn't want to imagine what they originally were, and the iron smell permeating from all directions made my already aching head hurt even more.

As I moved further inside, I noticed the supply closet door had been broken.

Entering the supply closet, I found various items scattered in a mess, but surprisingly, only the door was damaged.

Unlike the outside with its horrific scene of blood everywhere, the floor was clean, and the items appeared to have been damaged only from falling or being knocked over. This made the possibility I had initially considered grow stronger in my mind.

"Hui-hyeon, search carefully."

"Got it."

Hui-hyeon and I searched through the supply closet.

After a few minutes of searching...

"Ye-a, look."

Lee Hui-hyeon picked up a piece of cloth from the floor.

"This looks like a piece of the cloth pouch we used when submitting the bone fragments last time."

"Are the bone fragments gone?"

Hui-hyeon shook his head and said:

"Completely gone."

"Keep that cloth. It must have left some trace when it was revived."

Just as I had initially thought, the Muji horde had indeed started from here.
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The destruction of the Public Office was a disaster.

Since the Public Office had taken over most of the duties transferred from the Small Council, its annihilation essentially meant the village had lost its facility for systematically handling internal affairs.

Though the Small Council existed, it had only recently begun actual operations after being merely a formality until now. It remained uncertain how much of the Public Office's work this newly active institution could handle.

After confirming that the Public Office was where everything had started, I hurried outside to exorcise the Muji monsters spreading throughout the village.

As I ran from the Public Office with the children, Muji kept attacking us.

"Baekri Divine Sword Style First Form: Azure Sky Eagle Flight"

After cutting down one Muji, another sprang up from beneath the ground.

Momentarily flustered, I stepped back to regain my stance, then brought my sword down on the Muji's head before it could fully emerge.

"Baekri Sword Technique Second Form: Peregrine Falcon's Killing Dive"

After splitting the Muji's head in half, I cut down another one leaping from a rooftop, then climbed up a wall to strike down an attacking Muji, jumping and slashing in one fluid motion.

"Baekri Divine Sword Style Third Form: Swift As Eagle's Passing Glance"

As I cut down the Muji, I sensed another one's presence and turned around to shout at Yu-na.

"Yu-na, above you!"

A Muji jumped down from the roof, attacking Yu-na who had just smashed another Muji's head with her Blue Blossom Cudgel.

"Kugh!"

Without time to position herself properly, Yu-na hastily struck the side of the Muji's head with her cudgel, sending it rolling across the ground with a dull thud.

But since she had merely swung to shake off the Muji rather than executing a proper form attack, the Muji only staggered briefly before attacking Yu-na again as she lost her balance and fell backward.

"Yu-na!"

As the Muji attacked, Yu-na raised her Blue Blossom Cudgel and pointed it forward.

I rushed to block its path, but before I could, Lee Hui-hyeon, who had just dispatched another Muji, dashed forward.

"Yeonseong Sword Technique First Form: Awakening Thread Grasp"

With Hui-hyeon's instantaneous slash, the Muji's head flew through the air and fell to the ground.

"Thanks for the help."

"Don't mention it."

Hui-hyeon shook his sword clean while keeping watch for other Muji.

I approached Yu-na and asked, "Yu-na, are you hurt anywhere?"

"No, I'm fine. Thanks."

I checked Yu-na's physical condition with my All-Seeing Eye, but fortunately, there was nothing wrong.

Relieved, I said to her, "If you're okay, could you lower your cudgel?"

Yu-na, who had been unconsciously pointing her Blue Blossom Cudgel like during our previous practice session, awkwardly lowered it and got to her feet.

After confirming there were no more Muji nearby, we attached Incineration Talismans to the Muji corpses and burned them.

While attaching a talisman to a Muji, Hui-hyeon suddenly looked around and said, "Something's strange."

"What is?"

"Just our group has already killed 25 of them, and Huye Jin's team plus Su-a and Ho-jin must be fighting somewhere too. Don't you think it's odd that the situation is dragging on this long, even if the Muji have gotten stronger?"

"Now that you mention it..."

Hui-hyeon was right.

The maximum number of revived Muji in the village should be 61.

But the Muji were attacking in groups wherever we went, and it even felt like their numbers were increasing.

The alarm bells that had initially only rung in certain areas were growing louder and more widespread.

Could it be that the Muji revived in the Public Office weren't the only ones?

Then Yu-na said to us, "There's no use speculating among ourselves right now. Someone might be dying or getting hurt somewhere even as we speak, so let's end this situation first and think later."

"You're right, Yu-na. Let's resolve the situation first and then figure things out."

After attaching talismans and confirming the Muji were burning, we moved on to another location.

We helped the security forces fighting against Muji that were targeting people, killed the monsters, and distributed talismans, explaining they needed to burn the corpses.

After several such encounters, the alarm bells that had been ringing loudly began to quiet down, suggesting the situation was somewhat under control.

Having fought continuously while moving around since the incident began, I felt fatigue for the first time since the side effects of the stat-boosting potion. Yu-na and Hui-hyeon must have been tired too, as they leaned against a wall to catch their breath.

"There were definitely more," Yu-na said after catching her breath.

"Yeah, more than there should have been," Hui-hyeon agreed.

I stood up and said to the children, "Let's head back to the hall. It's dangerous to leave Yu Ji-a alone for too long, and Su-a and Ho-jin might be waiting for us there."

Hearing my words, the children pushed themselves off the wall.

On our way to the hall, Yu-na spoke up, "Yu Ji-a's prediction came true. When she said living corpses would come, I honestly didn't believe her, but I never imagined they would appear like this."

"Honestly, even the Dragon Blood Clan probably didn't expect this approach. Like they said, knowing things in advance doesn't mean knowing everything."

Hearing my words, Yu-na seemed to recall something and asked me, "By the way, Ye-a, how did you suspect the Public Office from the beginning?"

"What do you mean?"

"You mentioned something about bone fragments while we were running. Honestly, I couldn't believe it until I saw it with my own eyes. But you seemed to know from the start."

...Oh? Come to think of it, that's true.

Hearing Yu-na's words, I realized I had acted in a way that would naturally arouse suspicion.

As I had said, it's common knowledge that bone fragments from exorcised monsters cannot be revived.

I believed that too.

So why did I think it had actually happened?

"Ye-a probably just had a sudden realization," Hui-hyeon said while I was trying to figure out what to say.

"A sudden realization?"

"Yeah, sometimes in urgent situations, you forget common sense that you normally take for granted. Ye-a probably just thought of the bone fragments and momentarily forgot that exorcised corpses can't be revived."

Oh, that's actually plausible.

Hui-hyeon had apparently rationalized my unnatural behavior and didn't harbor any suspicions.

But Yu-na still seemed unconvinced and said, "But even when the security officer said the north gate was more suspicious, you kept suspecting the Public Office?"

This part I could explain.

"That's precisely why it had to be the Public Office. The security forces have a communication network, so if the outer perimeter had been breached, he would have known. But he said he didn't know where they came from."

"So that's why you suspected the Public Office?"

"Exactly."

Yu-na looked at me for a moment, then smiled and said, "You're really amazing, Ye-a. I hadn't thought that far."

Hui-hyeon nodded and said, "Because Ye-a is the all-capable Ye-ani."

"Pfft!"

"What?"

I genuinely hadn't heard clearly, but Hui-hyeon shook his head and said, "Nothing, it's nothing."

What was that? Seeing Yu-na suddenly laugh, it must have been something strange.

As we continued toward the hall, we ran into Huye Jin and her team in an alley.

"Miss Ye-a!"

"Ms. Huye Jin!"

She must have rushed out as soon as the situation erupted, as she wasn't wearing the cape emblazoned with the Huye Clan's bow and arrow emblem that she took such pride in. Instead, she had only grabbed her tactical bag and her weapon, a bow, in her haste.

"You really left in a hurry, it seems."

"People are more important than capes."

Huye Jin said, rubbing her shoulder.

After briefly greeting each other, I asked Huye Jin, "How much do you know about the current situation, Ms. Huye Jin?"

"I've confirmed that the gates are safe."

"The gates?"

"Yes, I first went to the west gate where I initially felt the energy, but there was nothing unusual. I then checked the other gates through the communication network, but they reported no abnormalities. I've been resolving situations elsewhere and was on my way to the Public Office."

Since Huye Jin's team was staying in a house east of the Public Office, she must have mistakenly thought the west gate might have been breached.

Yu-na had also mentioned the north gate after hearing about it.

More importantly, even with Huye Jin's team actively resolving the situation, there were still that many Muji.

This reinforced my suspicion that there were more Muji than expected, but for now, I shared the definite information with Huye Jin.

"Ms. Huye Jin, this might sound strange, but the Muji swarm seems to have originated from the Public Office inside the village, not from outside."

"From the Public Office? What do you mean?"

"Hui-hyeon, show her."

Hui-hyeon stepped forward and showed Huye Jin a cloth fragment wrapped in a talisman from his pocket.

"Hui-hyeon, what is this?"

"It's a piece of the cloth pouch we used when collecting and submitting Muji bone fragments. They definitely revived from just bone fragments."

"What? Is that even possible?"

Seong Min-a, one of the girls from Huye Jin's team who had accompanied her during the previous meeting, spoke to Hui-hyeon.

Huye Jin, apparently sharing Min-a's doubts, said to Hui-hyeon, "Min-a is right. Do you really think it's possible for exorcised Muji to revive from just bone fragments?"

Then Yu-na, who was standing behind us, spoke up, "I thought the same at first, but they really did revive from the bone fragments. Everyone in the Public Office was killed by the revived Muji. We confirmed it just now."

Hearing Yu-na's words, Huye Jin looked at the cloth fragment Hui-hyeon was holding and said, "It wouldn't be right to keep doubting a fellow exorcist's word. If that's the case, then the administrative system of Seoha Village has essentially collapsed."

Despite hearing that everyone in the Public Office had died, Huye Jin spoke calmly as if it were nothing unusual.

I had felt this in the previous cycle too, but I don't quite understand the sensibilities of this world.

Surely Huye Jin, as a team leader, must have had many conversations with the people there.

No, it's probably just that I have unnecessarily high sensitivity by this world's standards.

Neither Yu-na nor Hui-hyeon showed any particular shock at the devastation of the Public Office or the outside environment.

After thinking about what I said, Huye Jin asked, "Miss Ye-a, how many Muji has your team killed?"

"Twenty-five."

"That's strange. If we add up the number of Muji that should be there, it should be 61, but our team has killed more than that."

Huye Jin seemed to have noticed the discrepancy in the number of Muji she had killed with her characteristic insight.

I nodded to Huye Jin and said, "Yes, I was about to mention that. While the Muji swarm definitely started from the Public Office, strangely, there are more of them than there should be."

Hearing my explanation, Huye Jin made a troubled expression.

"That's certainly not good news. Let's look into that later. By the way, Miss Ye-a, where are your other team members?"

"The incident happened while I was briefly visiting Venerable Seonyul, so we couldn't regroup. What are you planning to do now, Ms. Huye Jin?"

"If the Public Office is gone, I should go to the Small Council to take over operational command. To end the chaos, we need to rebuild the command structure first. Where are you heading now?"

"I'm going to the hall to regroup with Yu Ji-a and the others."

"I see. Please come to the Small Council as soon as you regroup."

"Understood. See you there."

After finishing our conversation with Huye Jin, my group and I headed straight for the hall through the alley.

<>

Somewhere in the forest surrounding Seoha Village, a woman sat on a rock, surrounded by Corpse Ghouls.

"It seems to have begun."

The woman smiled with pleasure, her eyes glowing red.

The foolish sinners wouldn't know.

That with the power she received from Him, she could revive even bone fragments or long-dead corpses.

The land of Ganyangju, where Seoha Village was located, had been the site of countless battles since ancient times.

That meant it was land where numerous uncollected corpses were buried.

First, the recently deceased monster corpses would revive, then corpses from even more recent times would continue to come back to life.

Of course, using such power recklessly would exhaust her to the point where she couldn't control her consecrated body for a while, no matter how much stronger she had become. But before that happened, all the sinners would die and become her nourishment, so this much was nothing.

The price the sinners would pay was just beginning.
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All the way back to the meeting hall, villagers were bustling about trying to clean up the aftermath.

I could see smoke rising into the sky from the burning corpses they were collecting.

It seemed they had started fires directly to burn the bodies, as the Incineration Talismans I had distributed weren't enough for all the corpses.

Realizing that the smoke wasn't just from burning Muji corpses made me feel uneasy.

Fortunately, among everything that happened today, when we entered the meeting hall, we saw Ho-jin and Su-a gathering Muji corpses in the courtyard, preparing to burn them.

True to their good teamwork, Ho-jin was collecting the Muji corpses while Su-a prepared oil containers.

"Su-a, Ho-jin. You're both safe!"

As Yu-na approached them, Ho-jin, who was carrying a Muji corpse on his back, saw us and said:

"Hey guys! Where have you been? We were worried!"

"We just went out to gather some information. Sorry for making you worry."

Su-a put down her oil container and ran toward us, saying:

"I'm so glad everyone's safe! Wait, are you really okay? You're not hurt anywhere, are you?"

I smiled at Su-a's fussing and said:

"Yes, we're all fine. Are Ho-jin and Su-a okay?"

"Yes, we're fine. Just a bit tired from fighting so much on our way to the meeting hall."

It seemed that while we were going around the village helping the security forces manage the situation, Ho-jin and Su-a had fought Muji on their way to the meeting hall.

They probably came to join everyone, thinking we'd all be at the hall. I felt a bit sorry for them.

*I'm really glad they're both unharmed, though.*

"But guys, do you know where these Muji came from? Did they all migrate south from Myeongju during the three days we didn't patrol? The energy signature wasn't from the north gate, but still..."

Ho-jin spoke as if he couldn't make sense of it all.

Seeing his reaction, I asked him:

"Didn't you already hear about it?"

"About what?"

"You were preparing to burn the corpses."

When I pointed to the center of the courtyard where they had been preparing to burn the Muji corpses, Ho-jin replied with a puzzled expression:

"We have to burn the bodies to prevent disease from spreading in the village. And we can't bury Muji in the Human World anyway."

...Ah, that makes sense too.

As Hui-hyeon had mentioned earlier, I'd forgotten common sense because of the urgent situation.

It's definitely not because I'm stupid.

Still, Ho-jin must have sensed something odd in my words, because he asked:

"Is there a specific reason why we must burn the bodies?"

Yu-na answered Ho-jin's question:

"They're living corpses, Ho-jin."

"Living corpses? What Yu Ji-a mentioned? These things?"

Ho-jin pointed at the Muji corpses, which looked too fresh to be considered reanimated.

"Yes, there are still some unclear aspects, but what's most certain is that they were reanimated from the bone fragments we brought."

At Yu-na's words, Su-a, who was standing next to Ho-jin, said incredulously:

"But how is that even possible?"

I nodded at Su-a's question, which implied many things, and said:

"You're right. It doesn't make any sense logically. But they really did reanimate. Everyone in the Public Office was massacred by the reanimated Muji horde. We confirmed that all the bone fragments submitted by our team and Huye Jin's team disappeared. We also found torn cloth pieces there..."

"May you remember only your happiest moments in the afterlife. And when you return to the Human World, may you live in a better world."

After Ho-jin offered this formal condolence upon hearing that everyone in the Public Office had been killed by reanimated Muji, he said:

"Then Seoha Village's administrative system has essentially collapsed. This is a disaster."

"The Small Council is still there, and the situation has been contained, so it shouldn't be a major problem."

Then Su-a spoke in an anxious tone:

"But Yu Ji-a didn't seem to know much about the Muji horde. Do you think there might be other incidents related to what she mentioned?"

Ho-jin responded to Su-a's concern:

"I doubt it. The reanimated Muji attack was real, but knowing things in advance doesn't mean knowing everything. Even more so when it's not the prophet herself but a descendant who heard the prophecy—it makes sense she wouldn't know the details. She never specified how they would come."

"That's true... Ye-a, do you know what Huye Jin's team is doing now?"

"We met them on our way here. They were heading to the Public Office, but when we told them everyone there had been killed, they said they were going to the Small Council. They're probably going to take over operational authority. They asked us to come to the Small Council later."

"I see. I'm really glad the situation has been contained. The Small Council's response was a bit passive, but at least they didn't completely ignore the warning and maintained some level of alert, which is why things didn't get worse."

This level of damage...

Certainly, if we hadn't been here during the practical training period, and if Yu Ji-a hadn't come to warn us in advance, the situation would have been much worse than it is now.

So I nodded and said:

"Right. We're fortunate it ended like this. By the way, is Venerable Seonyul safe?"

"Yes, after we went to see Venerable Seonyul, the incident broke out, so we escorted him to the nearby security office and then came straight back to the meeting hall."

Relieved to hear that Venerable Seonyul was safe, I asked Ho-jin:

"Where's Ji-a? Is she in the meeting hall?"

"Ji-a went to the bathroom for a moment. She was covered in Muji blood."

"She wanted to help clean up the corpses first and then wash up, but the situation wasn't that urgent."

"I see."

Covered in blood? How does one clean up corpses and end up so drenched in blood that they need to wash in the bathroom?

Just as they finished speaking, Ji-a came out of the meeting hall, wiping her face with a towel.

As she emerged and spotted us, Ji-a called out happily:

"Ah! You're all safe!"

Ji-a ran toward us with the towel around her neck.

Perhaps she hadn't noticed while washing off the blood in the bathroom, but the left sleeve of her arm was slightly torn, and blood was seeping from her arm.

"Is your arm okay? You're bleeding."

Looking at the wound on her arm, Ji-a surprisingly didn't seem too concerned:

"Huh? So I am. I must have gotten hurt earlier."

Ho-jin, seeing Ji-a's arm, said to her:

"It's on a spot that's hard to see, so you didn't even notice you were hurt. Doesn't it hurt?"

"Now that I know about it, it does."

Contrary to her previous expression, tears began welling up in Ji-a's eyes.

She's really unpredictable.

"Come on, don't cry. Let me see your arm."

While Yu-na examined Ji-a's arm, I looked around the meeting hall.

Most of the Muji had been cleanly cut down, likely by Su-a and Ho-jin, but occasionally I noticed some that had been slashed multiple times before dying.

"Hey guys, was there anyone else here besides you two?"

When I pointed at the Muji and asked, Su-a smiled and said:

"No, Ji-a handled those."

"Ji-a did?"

Surprised by this unexpected answer, I asked Su-a again, and Ho-jin replied instead:

"Yeah, when we first arrived, she was hiding from the Muji, but when she saw us fighting, she came out and helped."

"That must have been difficult. Impressive."

As Yu-na spoke with amazement, Ji-a proudly said:

"I may not look it, but I was a hunter in my hometown! I received lots of praise from the elders and children!"

Hearing Ji-a's words, I belatedly recalled something.

Come to think of it, I had momentarily forgotten because Ji-a acted so childishly, but when I first saw her with my All-Seeing Eye, she had such high spiritual energy that I mistook her for an exorcist, and she also possessed decent physical abilities.

Considering it now, she must have been carefully selected by the Dragon Blood Clan for the important mission of restoring their clan, so it would be strange if she were weak.

Still, compared to exorcists who had received professional training from childhood, her technique was lacking—she was in much worse shape than the other two.

Then, realizing that Ji-a wasn't carrying any weapons, I asked her:

"What did you use as a weapon?"

At my question, Ji-a proudly pointed to the side of our room door and said:

"That!"

There was a familiar weapon where Ji-a was pointing.

Oh, that looks like the knife I used before I got the Ayong Sword.

Even though the Ayong Sword is a divine-grade weapon, I brought that spare weapon just in case, but why is it left there with chipped edges and Muji fat stuck all over it?

"You used that? That?"

"Yes! But that knife may look fancy, but its edge chips too easily. I don't know whose it is, but it must belong to someone with terrible taste in weapons!"

Ji-a nodded firmly.

For a moment I clenched my fist, but I took a deep breath and thought:

*It's fine as long as she's safe. It's fine as long as she's safe.*

After all, the essence of a weapon is to serve as a means to save oneself and others.

Even in the era when magical engineering was at its peak and weapons stronger than those made today were abundant, what ultimately saved the world was "The Enlightened One" who achieved enlightenment.

But I'm not "The Enlightened One."

*You lizard bitch.*

I smiled at Ji-a and said:

"I'm the owner of that terrible weapon."

"Huh?"

Ji-a looked at me in genuine shock, clearly not having intended to insult me.

"Yu-na, let me know when you're done examining her arm."

"Sure, take it easy, Ye-a."

Even Yu-na, who would normally have intervened, didn't defend Ji-a this time, probably thinking she had crossed a line.

Ji-a looked at Hui-hyeon and Su-a as if seeking help, but they turned away from her and said:

"I'm going to organize the Muji corpses a bit more."

"I'll go with you."

As Hui-hyeon and Su-a went to organize the Muji corpses, Ho-jin, who had been standing behind, shrugged slightly and followed them.

When Su-a and Hui-hyeon, whom she thought were on her side, left, Ji-a began trembling with her head bowed.

Then Yu-na, who had been examining Ji-a's arm, said:

"Fortunately, it doesn't seem like demonic energy has penetrated. We just need to close the cut skin and apply a healing talisman."

Yu-na took out a leather pouch for storing talismans from her tactical bag, extracted a healing talisman, and applied it to Ji-a's cut wound after pressing the edges together.

"I'll go help the others now."

As Yu-na got up, Ji-a also stood up and said:

"Ah, I should go help too."

"Sit down."

"Okay."

I caught Ji-a as she tried to sneak away.

How dare she.

After getting her arm treated, Ji-a fidgeted nervously and cautiously said to me as I stood next to her with my arms crossed and an expressionless face:

"Baek Ye-a, now that I look at it, your knife is actually very nice..."

"Oh really? Earlier you said it was terrible."

Ji-a squeezed her eyes shut, trembling, and said:

"What was terrible was my judgment. I'm sorry."

I put my left hand under my chin and said:

"Ji-a, there's one more thing about you that's as terrible as your judgment. Can you guess what it is?"

Ji-a seemed to be desperately racking her brain as she squeezed her eyes shut then opened them again, saying:

"My... conscience?"

*Ye-a.*

*She's smarter than I thought.*

"That's right. It was an emergency situation, so it's fine that you borrowed a weapon. But after using someone's property without knowing who it belongs to, is it okay to insult the owner? Is it?"

"No, it's not..."

I looked at Ji-a for a moment, then touched the towel around her neck and said:

"Let's do better, okay?"

"Yes..."

After having this appropriate conversation with Ji-a and reconciling, I joined the others in gathering all the corpses in one place, pouring oil over them, and burning them all at once with Incineration Talismans.

Now it was time to head to the Small Council with the others.
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"Are all the people we're meeting exorcists?"

While heading to the small council, Yu Ji-a asked with an anxious voice.

Yuna responded to Ji-a in a gentle tone.

"Yes, why? Do you dislike unfamiliar exorcists?"

Ji-a shook her head at Yuna's question and said.

"I was just asking. But guys, can't I just wait outside? The Huye Clan is scary...."

"Are you that afraid of the Huye Clan?"

At Ho-jin's question, Ji-a nodded and said.

"Yes, I heard the Huye Clan killed us for fun. They didn't discriminate by age or gender—they tied people to trees and used them as targets. Later, they got tired of drawing their bowstrings, so they put people in sacks and trampled them to death with horse hooves."

After hearing Ji-a's words, I told her.

"That was done by the Jin Clan, not the Huye Clan."

To be precise, they didn't tie people to trees as targets—they hung them upside down and stabbed them to death with spears.

Even that became too much trouble, as they worried about dulling their spear blades, so they beat people to death with clubs.

They committed various other atrocities that I can't mention here.

Though it happened quite far in the past, the Jin Clan's cruelty was excessive even by the standards of that time.

Even other great exorcist families of that era were said to have shuddered at the Jin Clan's brutality.

As I've mentioned before, the hardcore difficulty Jin Clan is truly insane.

That's why I still consider Jin Seo-yeon moderate by comparison.

"Really?"

"Really."

After hearing my words, Ji-a frowned and said.

"Then from now on, I hate the Jin Clan the most."

Seeing Ji-a immediately believe this without questioning anything made me feel slightly concerned.

Now that the information has proven true and our preparations based on that information have been somewhat effective, restoration of our status is just a matter of time.

So when we're restored, we'll be living in the Human World, and I wondered if the Bloodline Clan might need some socialization training before that.

Hmm.

"But you've run into Huye Jin occasionally, right? You've even had conversations."

At the mention of conversations, Hui-hyeon said to Yuna.

"Could that be called a conversation? It seemed like Jin did all the talking while Ji-a just said yes or no."

Their conversation seemed to be about what happened when we took Ji-a to meet Huye Jin last time.

The fact that Huye Jin did all the talking while Ji-a only answered yes or no somehow made me think of a computer.

In a manner of speaking, Ji-a communicated in binary like a computer.

"No, I also said 'I don't know.'"

So she also said she didn't know.

It was ternary then.

"It seemed like Huye Jin just wanted to have a normal conversation, but you still don't like her? You've become friends with Ye-a, haven't you?"

I almost said "Me?" but since the mood was about alleviating Ji-a's fears, I stayed quiet. After hesitating, Ji-a opened her mouth and said.

"Baek Ye-a is different from the Baek Clan."

"What does that mean?"

Ji-a looked at me with her vertical-pupil eyes.

Though it was just for a moment, I felt like she was seeing through me, giving me a strange feeling.

"Just different. So it's okay."

Then Yuna said to Ji-a.

"You'll be seeing them for a while, so if you keep avoiding them, won't they remain objects of fear? Once we're pardoned, we'll be living in the Human World, so you should get used to them now."

"But scary things are still scary. Even if you keep seeing ghosts, they're still frightening."

Hearing Ji-a's words, I thought her analogy wasn't particularly good.

Has she forgotten what we are after spending these few days together?

I wasn't the only one who thought this, as Yuna said to Ji-a.

"We're all exorcists, so that kind of talk won't resonate with us."

"Oh."

The conversation ended there.



When we entered the small council, Huye Jin was sitting in a corner with her team members, engaged in conversation.

Upon spotting Huye Jin, Ji-a trembled and said to Lee Hui-hyeon.

"I really can't do this. Hui-hyeon, please hide me so she can't see me...."

Ji-a muttered while clinging to Hui-hyeon's back.

"We just talked about this, right? You should greet her face to face. Here."

Yuna extended her hand to Ji-a, but Ji-a shook her head against Hui-hyeon's back and said.

"I'm still scared, I tell you."

For some reason, I found Ji-a clinging to Hui-hyeon's back irritating, so I pulled her ear to drag her out and said.

"What are you saying? Come out here."

Stretch, stretch.

"Ow ow ow ow ow! My ear! My ear hurts so much! Aaaagh!"

Hearing Ji-a's exaggerated scream as I pulled her ear, Huye Jin looked in our direction.

"Ah, Miss Ye-a. You're here."

I let go of Ji-a's ear with a snap and smiled as if nothing had happened.

"Nice to see you again, Huye Jin."

"Hui-hyeon, Baek Ye-a is really a bad person. She just pulled the ear of an innocent Dragon Blood Clan member...."

As Ji-a was muttering something behind me, I glanced at her briefly, and she flinched and immediately closed her mouth.

Huye Jin greeted such a Ji-a cheerfully.

"Miss Ji-a, I'm glad you're safe too. Are you feeling alright?"

"Yes."

After answering briefly, Ji-a hid behind Su-a.

Leaving Ji-a be, I asked Huye Jin.

"Huye Jin, what happened with the operation authority? Did you take it over?"

When I asked about the operation authority, Huye Jin shook her head and said.

"I went alone, but they told me to come back later because not all council members had arrived yet."

I was certain that the Small Council's Internal Affairs Committee had 10 members including the chairperson.

They could have transferred authority with just a majority consent—could more than 5 members have fallen victim to the Muji horde?

Then I thought of one possibility and asked.

"Who told you that?"

"The chairperson."

"How many council members were inside?"

"Pardon? There were five."

"Including the chairperson, right?"

"Yes."

After hearing Huye Jin's answer, I sighed softly and said.

"Let's go, Huye Jin."

As I stood up as if to lead the way, Huye Jin looked puzzled and said.

"But the other council members haven't arrived yet."

"The Small Council is regulated by Human World law, so the law is the same everywhere. These laws were created with emergencies in mind, so such cases are clearly specified. Don't you know this, Huye Jin?"

"Of course I said the same thing, but they kept insisting. So I wondered if there was something I didn't know."

I sighed lightly and said to Huye Jin.

"Do you still trust the Small Council?"

"...You have a point."

After that, Huye Jin and I headed to the Internal Affairs Committee room inside the Small Council building.

Even though they were just going through the motions, I couldn't believe they didn't even know their own laws. The Public Office staff were competent enough to help with guarantees by searching through old manuals.

Afterward, I faced the committee members and defined this incident as "a tragedy that could have been prevented with earlier preparations but occurred due to delayed action." I exerted the full authority of the Huye and Baek Clans to pressure and interrogate them.

"There's a long-standing law in the Human World that exorcists handle matters related to demons. The demon-related situation is not over yet. From this moment until the situation is completely resolved or until external personnel arrive, we will hold the authority necessary for investigation and cleanup. Any objections?"

After securing the authority by majority vote, Huye Jin and I returned to where the children were and conversed as we moved.

"That was truly impressive, Miss Ye-a. Where did you learn such eloquence?"

I couldn't say "I learned it from real-world social interactions and from being pushed around by you and other women in previous cycles," so I smiled and said.

"My eloquence isn't anything special, Huye Jin. What matters is justification. The Small Council committed a serious mistake by delaying action and failing to respond to the living corpses. From that moment, the justification became ours. We had been warning them to be cautious all along. With proper justification, there's nothing that can't be accomplished."

"With proper justification, there's nothing that can't be accomplished...."

Huye Jin trailed off like a social outcast, then said.

"I've felt this before, but Miss Ye-a, you're even more impressive than I thought."

No, please don't misunderstand.



Even without our instructions, the villagers were independently sending people outside for help and investigating those who had entered the village within the past month.

As befitting a frontier region with high respect for exorcists, getting cooperation from people wasn't difficult.

The problem was that we couldn't find the cause of this resurrection of corpses that brought such chaos to the village.

I tried analyzing the demonic energy permeating the cloth fragments and checking around the Public Office where the horrific scene remained, looking for similar energy signatures, but couldn't find anything similar.

Since I suspected the World-Ending Cult was behind this incident, I thought we might find some kind of totem...

Could it have been a structure that naturally disappears over time?

As I stood there pondering, Hui-hyeon approached and spoke to me.

"Ye-a, do you have a moment?"

"Yes, Hui-hyeon."

"Could we go check out the forest where we went exorcising last time?"

"The forest?"

When I asked, Lee Hui-hyeon nodded and said.

"Yes, both Huye Jin's team and our team found bone fragments from outside that came back to life. That might mean there's something in the forest or at the place where Huye Jin's team went exorcising. Of course, there are many suspicious things, but I'm particularly concerned about the forest."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I fell into thought.

Honestly, I didn't think there was anything in the forest.

If there had been, I would have sensed something when I was running through the forest last time.

Then I looked at Ji-a, who was moving around the Public Office talking to various people.

Hmm.

"That makes sense. Go check it out then. If you find anything suspicious, destroy it immediately. Got it?"

"Got it."

"Take Ji-a with you too. She was a hunter in her homeland, so she might be good at finding things."

"Understood. Ji-a!"

When Hui-hyeon called for Ji-a, she was talking to Su-a but came over to Hui-hyeon.

"Yes!"

"Let's go check out the forest for a bit. Get ready."

"The forest? Okay! I'll get ready!"

"We'll be back soon."

"Alright, be careful."

After the two left, I checked the Public Office once more.

<>

Away from the Public Office, Lee Hui-hyeon put his hand in his pocket, erasing structures with a dark red current, and said to Ji-a.

"Everything went according to my plan, right?"

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, Ji-a nodded and said.

"Yes, Hui-hyeon. What should I do now?"

"Stay somewhere safe while I go to the forest."

"Is that really all? Is it okay if I don't help?"

"This isn't an opponent you can handle."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, Ji-a said sulkily.

"Fine, I get it, but you could ask the others for help. Why are you trying to do this alone?"

"The others aren't the problem."

Hui-hyeon looked beyond the wall to where the woman was and said.

"Ye-a is the problem."
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After Lee Hui-hyeon and Yu Ji-a left for the forest, I continued checking the Public Office until I felt a headache coming on.

"Everyone, sorry but my head hurts. I'm going outside for a bit."

"Okay, see you later."

"Take care, Ye-a."

When I stepped outside the Public Office to get some fresh air, I took in the scene around the village.

People were carrying basins of blood from the building temporarily being used as a hospital, others were wandering around looking for someone, and smoke was rising into the sky from places where they were gathering and burning bodies.

The scene that would be recreated throughout the Human World was now unfolding in Seoha Village.

"Ye-a, can we talk for a moment?"

While I was staring blankly at the scene, Yu-na, who had followed me out, approached me.

"Sure, anytime."

After standing quietly beside me for a while, Yu-na spoke.

"In the past, when our Cheonghwa Clan was still nomadic, there was someone who could see the future. The Cheonghwa Clan learned from this person that many of us would die someday due to an event we couldn't understand."

I looked at Yu-na, surprised by her sudden words.

"What?"

My eyes widened slightly, but Yu-na continued calmly.

"The Cheonghwa Clan fell into panic. This was before we accepted the teachings of the Doseon Cult, when we still believed in superstitions. The clan nearly disbanded, but some members stepped forward to prevent that. They promised that if such a disaster were to happen, they would sacrifice themselves first for everyone else, which reassured the clan."

Yu-na stroked the blue tips of her hair as she spoke.

"And they kept their promise. Those who promised to die to save more of us stepped forward when the predicted trial came, and they died. That's why I'm here now, and the adults, and the children."

Yu-na pointed to herself, then her thumb, and finally her pinky finger.

"Was this when the Jeong family existed?"

"Back then, we were the Crystal Clan. We became the Jeong family after accepting the teachings of the Doseon Cult and going through a kind of civilization process. By the way, those who volunteered to die were my ancestors. Aren't my ancestors amazing?"

I almost asked how they could still be treated as outsiders within the Cheonghwa Clan despite this, but I swallowed my words.

Right, if Yu-na's personality was hereditary, the Jeong family probably didn't demand their rights either, so this outcome was inevitable.

Thinking that I would have to take better care of her, I said to Yu-na:

"They really were amazing. I had no idea the Cheonghwa Clan had such a history."

"Of course not. I've never told anyone this story."

"Is it okay to tell me? You're not telling just anyone, right?"

Yu-na smiled at my question and replied.

"Of course. I'm telling you because I trust you, Ye-a. I thought it would be more convincing if I told you about something our clan actually experienced."

Yu-na made a fist and pointed to it as she continued.

"Those people out there promised to die if something like this happened. So when it does happen, it's only natural that they die."

Then she opened her fist and traced her pale palm with her finger.

"And if it weren't for us who made the same promise of death as those people, even those in the village who didn't promise death would have died."

Then she looked at me.

I smiled at her and said:

"That last part is how the Doseon Cult views duty, right?"

Yu-na smiled back and replied:

"That's right. You know it well."

"The Won-gak Cult has something similar. They really are sister religions."

"With different mothers, though."

Finding her own analogy amusing, Yu-na smiled and then said:

"So don't worry too much. There will be more battles in the future, and more people will die, but more people will also be saved, and more will be saved when you're around than when you're not. So cheer up. I can see that you're struggling, even though you're pretending to be fine."

Hearing Yu-na's words, I smiled and said:

"Thank you. But don't worry, even if I think about it, I won't get lost in those thoughts."

"Good, hurry up and get your energy back so you can be the all-capable Ye-a."

"....."

The warm atmosphere suddenly changed.

My expression stiffened slightly at her unexpected comment, but I suddenly realized where Yu-na's words came from.

Right, so that's what Lee Hui-hyeon meant by "all-capable Ye-a."

I really thought Lee Hui-hyeon was being a jerk, but since Yu-na was being considerate in her own way, I didn't feel like twisting her hand. Instead, I went along with her words for once.

"Yes, like you said, I need to get my energy back and become the all-capable Ye-a."

Ye-a.

Yu-na suddenly stared at me intently.

What's wrong? Was it that surprising that I accepted the "all-capable Ye-a" label?

"Why are you staring at me like that?"

Yu-na put her right hand to her cheek and said:

"You would completely deny it, but I still think you resemble her."

Is there someone in this world I resemble?

As I was feeling slightly puzzled, Yu-na asked:

"By the way, Ye-a, is your headache better now?"

I nodded at Yu-na's question and replied:

"Yes, it's not great out here either, but being outside seems to help."

"Shall we go back in then?"

"Yes, let's go back and give the others a break too. They've been working non-stop with barely any rest."

I looked back once more before returning to the Public Office.

<>

"........."

The woman looked down at her blood-soaked hand as she lay fallen beneath a rock.

Blood flowing from her nose and mouth, a nauseating feeling, and the sense that someone had been near her.

"How... is this possible..."

She quickly bit the neck of a nearby Corpse Ghoul to recover from her internal injuries.

True to its nature as a being without will, despite looking like a normal living creature, the Corpse Ghoul was devoured without resistance.

It had definitely begun.

She had isolated the sinners using insiders so they couldn't escape anywhere, and she had revived the corpses.

The power she had absorbed from the sinners killed by the Muji had definitely flowed into her.

But as soon as the first punishment ended, all connections were unnaturally severed. The barrier around Seoha Village that prevented people from leaving collapsed, the structures she had carefully prepared long ago were neutralized, and she was attacked in an incomprehensible way.

No one should have been able to approach the barrier yet, and the sinners of Purgatory shouldn't have known about it.

Her previously relaxed attitude had completely disappeared as she desperately tried to heal her internal injuries by devouring the surrounding Corpse Ghouls.

The affectionate manner in which she had called the Corpse Ghouls her "children" vanished at the first sign of crisis.

There was only one hideous evil spirit struggling desperately to survive.

After somewhat managing her internal injuries, the woman rose and leaned against the rock, thinking.

Though she couldn't understand the principle behind it, being attacked like this meant there was definitely an Exorcist who had discovered her existence.

It meant that someone would soon come barging into where she was.

Was this why she was told to avoid Seoha Village? Had they foreseen this?

"I still have the power given to me by that person. I can still fight more...!"

"Good, I was worried you might be dead when I arrived."

As the woman looked up at the rock where the voice came from, there was a swishing sound, and her vision darkened.

Her eyes had been cut.

Realizing what had happened to her body in an instant, the woman tried to move away from Lee Hui-hyeon, but before she could, she felt her entire body being sliced.

"Kuk!"

The woman struck Lee Hui-hyeon's blade with the edge of her hand, intending to break it, but at that moment, a crimson energy rose from the sword.

Then she felt an excruciating pain like being burned, which should have been impossible in a possessed body.

"Aagh!"

As the woman's posture faltered with her hand half-blown away by the crimson energy, Lee Hui-hyeon moved in.

"How dare you!"

The woman tried to avoid the strange power and struck at Lee Hui-hyeon with her fist, but Lee Hui-hyeon blocked it with the spine of his sword and kicked her away.

As the woman, knocked back by the impact, tried to rush forward again, she felt her body slowly tilting.

"...Huh?"

"Finally falling, are you?"

Even as Lee Hui-hyeon approached, muttering that he might need to cut deeper next time, the woman couldn't accurately assess her body's condition.

"What on earth...?"

As she struggled to move her body, the woman discovered half of herself lying face down on the ground.

"What...?"

And in that moment, she understood.

Only the upper half of her body remained.

Every brief sensation during their exchange had been Lee Hui-hyeon's strikes cutting through her body.

In that short moment.

As the woman stared blankly at her lower half, Lee Hui-hyeon calmly said:

"I once left only the head of someone like you when I needed information. But I found that even with a body stolen by a high-level yokai, you need the upper body intact to speak."

The woman heard the sound of a sword being flicked clean above her head.

"And when that happens, they usually abandon their bodies and return in death. It's easier to die when only your head remains."

Lee Hui-hyeon grabbed the woman's hair and lifted her upper body, saying:

"So I cut away just enough—removed all the interfering parts while leaving what's necessary for conversation, ensuring you won't die too quickly. Let's have a little chat."

Crimson energy rose from the tips of Lee Hui-hyeon's fingers.
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Demons have no loyalty or principles to uphold.

In a sense, demons enjoy boundless freedom, provided they have power.

Except for the Unkillable, who is the fundamental and absolute being to demons, they simply serve the strong according to the logic of power and follow those whose goals align with their desires.

Even Cheongdam and Shimae interacted quite freely with each other, to the point where one might not immediately recognize their hierarchical relationship.

Though in their case, it was more like Cheongdam tolerating it.

That's why Lee Hui-hyeon couldn't understand the current situation.

Normally, demons are obsessed with the bodies they possess.

Just as he had thought when searching for "a different kind of vessel" in the spirit realm—they would reveal their true nature without hesitation when their lives were in danger.

But now, the woman Lee Hui-hyeon was dealing with, Migyu, was enduring without saying anything, even though her possessed body was at stake.

"Kill... me..."

Lee Hui-hyeon slightly frowned and withdrew the energy from his fingers.

In truth, he had already extracted a significant amount of information from Migyu.

Her name, her plans, and where it all began.

This was the result of torture designed to give her hope that she might be spared if she talked, while not allowing her time to think of anything else.

Up to this point, piecing together the information had been easy.

He only needed confirmation for what he had already suspected.

But the problem started when he tried to extract the "real information."

"You've been referring to 'that person' just fine, so why can't you tell me their name now?"

"......"

When Migyu silently glared at him, Lee Hui-hyeon sighed softly and said:

"Right, words don't suit us anyway."

The moment he brought his finger, now glowing with dark red energy, to the woman's shoulder, blood began pouring from her severed parts.

This sign meant the woman had abandoned the possessed body and retreated.

Though the woman's body still had breath in it, Lee Hui-hyeon sighed softly and stood up.

"She's gone."

Come to think of it, that demon had been babbling about power given by "that person" and whatnot.

The name Migyu was completely unfamiliar to Lee Hui-hyeon.

He would need to look into it later.

For now, Lee Hui-hyeon decided to leave the forest.

If he lingered here any longer, Baek Ye-a and the children might worry.

Just as he was thinking he should finish cleaning up and return to the village with Yu Ji-a, who was probably waiting, Lee Hui-hyeon realized that the bleeding from the woman's body had suddenly stopped.

"......"

With a sudden ominous feeling, he instantly unwrapped his bandages and swung his sword, but the woman's body was already gone.

However, having already seen where she disappeared to, Lee Hui-hyeon looked up at the tree in front of him.

On top of the tree, the woman's body was wriggling and rapidly regenerating.

"This is your first time seeing this, isn't it, Hui-hyeon?"

Whatever had taken over the woman's body narrowed its eyes, smiled, and spoke.

<>

The search of the Public Office ended in vain, but we were able to solve the mystery of why there were more Muji than bone fragments.

"Is all of that confirmed?"

At my question, Yeon Ju-yeong nodded and said:

"Yes, it's all been verified. This incident seems to have more to it than we thought."

He explained that the starting points of all the fights weren't just around the Public Office, and there were eyewitness accounts of Muji digging out of the ground far from the Public Office. The phenomenon of Muji reviving wasn't limited to the bone fragments at the Public Office.

"So we analyzed the locations where Muji appeared and tried to find the central point of the phenomenon. But when we checked, there was nothing there. The information clearly indicated something should be there, but we found nothing."

After thinking for a moment, I carefully asked:

"Is there any possibility it was someone from the inside?"

Hearing my words, Yeon Ju-yeong chuckled and said:

"If it were human doing, Seong-yeon or Jin would have known already. Or Min-a would have. Anyway, that's all I came to tell you. Was it helpful?"

"Yes, very helpful. Thank you for letting me know. Please thank Huye Jin for me too."

After Yeon Ju-yeong left, Ho-jin said:

"This is unbelievable. Something like that happened, and they found nothing?"

Su-a and Yu-na just silently sighed.

Feeling the need to get the children something to eat, I decided to take them back to the community center for a meal.

The children said they wouldn't eat until the situation was completely resolved, but having learned the importance of meals through military service, I dragged them along and made them eat.

Meals become even more important in difficult times.

I set aside portions for Hui-hyeon and Yu Ji-a so they could eat when they returned from the forest.

After setting aside other side dishes, I remembered how Yu Ji-a particularly loved meat, so I took some from my portion and set it aside for her.

No matter how annoying and punch-worthy a kid might be, one shouldn't be stingy with food.

And isn't there a saying?

Give the hateful lizard an extra rice cake.

Hateful little lizard.

"Ye-a, are you setting aside food for Hui-hyeon and Ji-a?"

Yu-na approached and asked as she saw me putting food in separate dishes.

"Yes, they'll need to eat when they get back."

Watching me portion out the side dishes and rice, Yu-na smiled and said:

"Seeing you like this reminds me of a mother preparing food for her husband who's gone out."

"Yu-na, I swear I'll kill you."

After covering the dishes with lids, I went out of the kitchen with the children to eat.

Just as we were finishing our meal, Seonyul the Venerable came to the community center where we were staying.

"Oh! Was I interrupting your meal?"

I put down my spoon, greeted him, and said:

"Hello, Venerable. No, we were just finishing up."

After I put down my spoon and greeted him, Su-a and Ho-jin also greeted Seonyul the Venerable.

"We were worried about you afterward, but I'm glad you're safe, Venerable."

"Did you have any trouble?"

"I was fine, thanks to you two escorting me. If I weren't from the civil class, I would have fought alongside you. I feel ashamed for leaving the fighting to you. Thank you sincerely for helping me again."

As Seonyul expressed his gratitude sincerely, Su-a and Ho-jin returned the courtesy.

After we finished exchanging greetings, I looked up and asked Seonyul the Venerable:

"So what brings you here?"

At my question, Seonyul the Venerable's expression changed from his usual smile to a serious one as he said:

"Miss Ye-a, could we speak privately for a moment?"

"Speak privately?"

"Yes."

After thinking for a moment, I said:

"Alright. Kids, I'll be back in a bit."

I followed Seonyul the Venerable out.

<>

Several sword strikes passed through where the woman had been.

Each time, whatever had taken over the woman's body focused only on avoiding the attacks without counterattacking.

"Hui-hyeon, do you think you can hit me just by swinging your sword? You have other techniques you can use."

Hearing the woman's words, Lee Hui-hyeon frowned.

How did it know about that?

He had never used it 'this time' even once.

Keeping his distance from the woman, Lee Hui-hyeon asked:

"Are you perhaps the 'that person' Migyu mentioned?"

The woman smiled and readily admitted it.

"That's right, I am the one Migyu referred to as 'that person.'"

"You've been talking as if you know me, but do you truly know me?"

As if this was the most interesting question so far, the woman smiled and said:

"Of course I know you. I also know that you're absurdly strong but hiding your abilities. And that you have people you care about."

At the woman's words, Lee Hui-hyeon silently resumed his attack.

<>

"Is this conversation so important that we need to talk alone?"

"Yes, it's that important. I tried to find Huye Jin as well, but she seemed very busy with Small Council matters. It's not that I don't trust your squad members, but given the nature of the issue, I felt the need to speak with someone at the team leader level separately. So I was hoping we could go somewhere where we can talk privately. Would that be alright with you?"

I stared intently at Seonyul before saying:

"Yes, that's fine. Lead the way."

After following Seonyul for about ten minutes, the people around us gradually decreased until they disappeared completely.

"It's fortunate that Exorcists from Yegak Academy came. Without the help of you and Huye Jin, there would have been a terrible disaster."

"I only did what an Exorcist should do. I just assisted the village security team with their duties."

"How modest of you."

Feeling this was far enough, I stopped walking and said to Seonyul:

"So who are you?"

The man walking ahead stopped and, still facing forward, said:

"I thought you would recognize me with your eyes and follow."

<>
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The status window text was broken and unreadable even with my All-Seeing Eye.

Even as I watched, the letters chaotically gathered and dispersed repeatedly.

I drew the Ayong Sword from its scabbard, pointed it at the man, and said:

"You knew about my eyes?"

The man turned around, gave a sinister smile, and said:

"Of course I knew! Those eyes are a crude fake compared to what you used to have, but still."

"What does that mean?"

"Do you need to know? You'll be finished here anyway."

Still smiling but somehow hostile, the man began approaching me.

I backed away from him and asked:

"What did you do to Venerable Seonyul?"

Instead of answering my question about Seonyul, the man started talking about something else.

"Baek Ye-a, do you know that those who help the Destroyer must plan several moves ahead?"

"What?"

"When I first 'sensed' that a new great demon would attack the village between Myeongju and Ganyangju, and when I 'knew' that you would arrive at this time, I had a flash of inspiration. I was thinking about how to separate the Destroyer from you, and this was an opportunity."

The man's figure wavered and changed into a woman's appearance.

Black hair like obsidian and black eyes rimmed with red.

She looked very similar to Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Do you remember this appearance?"

Even if it wasn't just because she resembled Hui-hyeon, I had seen this appearance somewhere before.

But where had I seen it?

When I frowned, the woman spoke as if she hadn't expected me to remember:

"Of course you wouldn't remember. You chose the path of forgetting everything."

The entity, now a woman, approached me gradually with a contemptuous expression.

I looked back, but the path we had come from had mysteriously disappeared.

"What are you? Are you Ohwal?"

When I mentioned the name of the great demon with spatial manipulation abilities, the woman laughed and said:

"Please don't compare me to such a low-level being. Despite appearances, I'm of a much higher caliber. It was quite difficult to bring you here. But even if I hadn't acted hastily, this would have happened eventually. He tries to hide everything and bear it all alone, so he would leave you behind in a place he thought was 'safe' and rush off by himself. Just like now."

As I backed away, my back hit a wall.

"Someone like you, who betrayed us all once before and now treats the world as a playground in this life, will never save the world. Just go to sleep forever, as you did before."

The moment the woman extended her hand forward, I gripped my sword, pushed off the wall, and lunged at her.

<>

The woman was sitting against a tree with blood seeping from her abdomen.

"So you won in the end. You're fast, as expected."

Lee Hui-hyeon silently raised his sword.

"Aren't you going to ask me anything?"

Instead of responding to the woman's words, Lee Hui-hyeon swung his sword at her.

The woman's body, struck by the dark red sword energy, began to disappear like a blooming flower.

Seeing her body vanish, the woman smiled at Lee Hui-hyeon and said:

"Let me make one excuse—attacking Seoha Village like this wasn't my intention."

"For something that wasn't your intention, it was a good plan."

The woman shrugged her still-free left shoulder and said:

"It's a child who carries out my work."

"Next time, send someone who listens better."

Seeing Lee Hui-hyeon cleaning his sword, the woman smiled broadly and said:

"See you next time."

"Next time, you'll die."

"That's what I'm hoping for."

After confirming that the woman's body had completely disappeared, Lee Hui-hyeon set off to return to Seoha Village.
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After cleaning his sword and rewrapping it in bandages, Lee Hui-hyeon tilted his head slightly and stared at the spot where the woman had been.

What exactly was that yokai?

"........"

Yokai distinguish individual humans by their "power" as a unique trait.

Just like how ancient yokai call Lee Hui-hyeon "the Destroyer" and act like they know him, even though he couldn't possibly have existed in their era.

But that yokai not only recognized Lee Hui-hyeon but also knew extremely personal details about him.

She dodged around as if she knew his sword techniques, then deliberately took a hit at the end before disappearing with the strange excuse that Seoha Village wasn't part of the plan.

As if she never intended to fight Lee Hui-hyeon in the first place.

After standing silently for a while organizing his thoughts, Lee Hui-hyeon soon headed toward where Yu Ji-a was hiding and called out to her.

"It's all over now. You can come out."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's call, Yu Ji-a peeked her head out from between the rocks, holding a weapon different from Baek Ye-a's sword that she had used without permission.

"Hui-hyeon, is it really over now?"

"Yeah, for now."

After giving a brief answer, Lee Hui-hyeon walked ahead, and Yu Ji-a followed closely behind and asked:

"You don't look good. Are you injured?"

"No, I'm not hurt anywhere."

After shaking his head slightly, Lee Hui-hyeon continued walking toward Seoha Village. Yu Ji-a hesitated for a moment before speaking.

"Hui-hyeon, thank you. For helping our clan, for helping me."

"You haven't officially received amnesty yet."

"No, with this level of contribution, we'll definitely get it. The elders and children will all be happy. They'll praise Yu Ji-a, the hunter of the Dragon Blood Clan, for succeeding!"

Yu Ji-a exclaimed, excited at the thought that her clan could receive amnesty.

Then, as if suddenly remembering something, she removed a tooth necklace that had been tucked inside her clothes and handed it to Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Take it, Hui-hyeon."

Lee Hui-hyeon knew what the necklace was but pretended not to as he accepted it and asked Yu Ji-a:

"What's this?"

"It's a dragon tooth necklace given when someone in our Dragon Blood Clan comes of age. Do you know what it means to give this to someone outside the clan?"

Lee Hui-hyeon shook his head and said:

"No, I don't really know."

"It's a token that shows you've done a great service to our clan. Our Dragon Blood Clan never forgets grudges, but we also never forget kindness. If you ever need help from our clan in the future, we'll definitely help you!"

Lee Hui-hyeon just smiled and said to Yu Ji-a:

"That's reassuring. Thank you."

***

It's true that I was quite flustered by a situation that had never occurred in the game before, but thanks to my recent experiences with unusual situations caused by variables, I was able to quickly regain my composure.

I kicked off the wall and rushed toward the woman, raising my sword and charging at her.

Baekri Divine Sword Style, Fourth Form: "Silent Flight, Unheard Sound"

As the form-imbued sword cut deeply into the woman's side, I heard something spill onto the ground.

Did I get her?

I turned around, but the woman was staring at the blood from her slashed side with a strange, contemplative expression, her right hand stained with blood.

And I knew very well that this wasn't the expression of someone who had received a fatal wound.

"The Baekri Divine Sword Style, the form that the talented Baek Su-ye struggled so hard to grasp. So you're the one carrying on the tradition?"

Then the woman reached out her hand and said:

"I'm certain I cut off the lineage of the Baekri Divine Sword Style."

At the same time, forms of the Baekri Divine Sword Style began pouring from the woman's hand.

Just as strange characters had gathered and dispersed repeatedly making the status window unreadable, I could barely recognize that those were forms of the Baekri Divine Sword Style, but couldn't read the detailed forms.

No, to be precise, those weren't exactly the forms of the Baekri Divine Sword Style.

I vaguely sensed that the Baekri Divine Sword Style, which was created by mimicking the movements of some higher being like the legendary Destruction God Spear Style, had returned to "divine movements" in a way that would be impossible for a human like me.

Momentarily overwhelmed by the movement, I quickly regained my senses and countered the forms, but I couldn't block everything, resulting in countless sword marks grazing my arms and legs.

How on earth...?

"I've only shown a little trick, but are you already frightened?"

The woman said with a slightly bored expression after seeing my reaction.

Facing something I couldn't identify—whether yokai or demon—I took out all the Incineration Talismans from the pouch in my tactical bag where I kept my talismans.

The woman smiled, gestured to me, and said:

"This time it's paper made to imitate the words of gods? Let's see what you can do."

The woman spread her arms and began approaching me, as if inviting me to try.

Crazy woman, is she showing off how strong she is?

But it was clear that her arrogance gave me an opportunity, so I decided to make the most of it.

I infused spiritual energy into all the Incineration Talismans at once and threw them at the approaching woman with her arms spread.

The talismans burst into flames, forming one massive fireball that flew toward the woman and began burning her.

Watching the woman who was starting to melt as the fire spread with intense heat, I soon realized my attack wasn't working.

The normal reactions that a burning yokai or person would show were completely absent from "that thing."

When the fire finally died down, what appeared was the woman with a very bored expression, without even a trace of being singed.

After staring at the woman for a moment, I turned my back.

This alley was too narrow, and it would be too dangerous to lead something like that to the children while asking for help.

Neither the current Huye Jin nor Lee Hui-hyeon, who would be returning to the village from outside, could defeat that thing.

Since she seemed interested in me, my judgment was to lure the woman away from the village to somewhere even more deserted to fight.

But the woman, as if she had already predicted this, created a wall in the alley.

"Ugh!"

After activating my energy meridians and channeling spiritual energy into my legs, I bent my knees, kicked off the side wall, and jumped up, stepping on the wall to see what lay ahead.

But what I saw was a place very similar to Seoha Village, yet not Seoha Village.

There were no people anywhere, and the community center that should have been nearby was gone.

"What the...?"

While I was muttering in confusion, the woman destroyed the wall with a single gesture, and I fell to the ground, hit by the crumbling brick pieces.

"Gah!"

And the woman who had destroyed the wall approached with a cold smile and said:

"Did you see clearly? That there's no escape route now."

Getting to my feet, I pointed my sword at the woman and said:

"You must be Ohwal. There's no other yokai who could use such techniques except Ohwal."

"I told you I'm not, but you keep insisting. Well, think whatever you like. It doesn't matter to me what name you call me by."

When the woman clenched her fist, the walls on both sides of the alley came crashing down on me.

Capturing the movement with momentary dynamic vision, I quickly swung the Ayong Sword.

The attack came so suddenly that there was no time to imbue any form—a defense executed purely with my own skill without time to imbue any form.

If the sword had been of ordinary grade, it would have lost all its teeth like my sword that Yu Ji-a used, no matter how much spiritual energy I put into it, but the Ayong Sword demonstrated even greater sharpness than the spiritual energy I had imbued, cutting through the wall.

Seeing the sword I swung, the woman pointed at my sword with her finger as if pleased and said:

"That sword, I knew I'd seen it before."

"What?"

"It's a good weapon, though not as good as the Destroyer's sword. I made it and gave it to Baek Su-ye as a gift. The result was betrayal, but..."

As the woman suddenly thrust her hand at me, I trapped her hand between my arm and knee and applied pressure.

But the woman easily lifted her hand and slammed me to the ground.

"Argh!"

As I was thrown down by the woman, the ground began to swallow me.

I struggled with all my might not to lose my grip on the sword, but the woman who had approached stepped on my hand.

"If you're not Ohwal, then who are you? Tell me your identity!"

Ignoring my question and continuing to apply pressure with her foot, the woman kicked away the sword when I finally couldn't hold on any longer and said:

"Isn't that your sin—not knowing? Still, seeing you writhing on the ground and wailing desperately like this is better than your past self, pretending to be pure and noble all alone."

I twisted my body trying to pull myself out of the ground, but I only sank deeper, unable to escape.

As the pressure tightened more firmly and choked my neck, I felt my consciousness becoming hazy.

Is this the end?

But it can't be.

I, I need to save the world that I couldn't save before.

I need to save the people I couldn't save before.

If I fall like this, no one will be able to help the protagonist, Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Let me tell you one thing that might comfort you."

The woman picked up the Ayong Sword.

"Originally, I should have killed you, but if I did that, the Destroyer might give up or become my eternal enemy. So as I told you earlier, I'll let you sleep forever. Forever."

As the sword tip came closer, I desperately squeezed out my voice.

"No..."

"What?"

"You can't do that. I need to carry Lee Hui-hyeon's bus. And I have to save the world too, I have so much to do... If I go like this, I'll fail again."

As I spoke to the woman, I thought:

I don't want to fail in this life.

I don't want to die in some unknown place hearing incomprehensible words.

I had decided to help Hui-hyeon as a heroine and save the world in this life.

Was this punishment for cursing with words I didn't understand?

Or was I being punished for lying to the children?

As white dots appeared before my eyes, I remembered something I had forgotten for a long time.

Yes, I definitely...

"How dare you say such things. You truly are disgusting."

The last thing I saw before losing consciousness was the woman's face, looking at me as if she were staring at something revolting.

***

"I'm back."

"Welcome back!"

When Lee Hui-hyeon and Yu Ji-a returned to the community center, Jeong Yu-na approached them, waving her hand and putting a finger to her lips.

Seeing this, Lee Hui-hyeon asked Jeong Yu-na in a quiet voice:

"What's wrong? Did something happen?"

"Well, Ye-a is sleeping right now. She seems to have been a bit tired."

Ch.75 - 1. Ye-a Without Mirror (1)
## 1. The Artless Mirror

'It' was known by many names.

The Ancient One, or the Ancient Being.

And the "Divine Beast."

A snow-white hawk flew to a certain cliff located in Ganyangju.

After landing on the cliff, the snow-white hawk looked around briefly before changing its form.

Silver-white hair with fragmented blue eyes.

If not for those scattered, shimmering blue eyes, anyone who saw her might have thought she belonged to the Baek Clan.

The woman who had landed on the cliff exhaled a labored breath.

She had done it. She had finally done it.

She had put 'that person' to eternal sleep and reburied the Baekri Divine Sword Style that she had stolen from observing his movements.

Although she had used a technique, the woman felt her heart racing at the thought that the Destroyer might discover it someday.

"No one will find out. No one will find out."

Despite muttering anxiously, she couldn't help but let a smile escape.

---

"She's sleeping?"

"Yeah, she suddenly said she was tired and needed to rest for a bit. The others went out to help with village tasks."

Hearing Jeong Yu-na's explanation, Lee Hui-hyeon felt puzzled.

Baek Ye-a was sleeping? Suddenly?

It wasn't like her to postpone work and take a nap when there was still so much to do, so Lee Hui-hyeon asked Jeong Yu-na:

"When did she start sleeping?"

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Jeong Yu-na frowned slightly as if trying to recall, then clapped her hands and said:

"When? Hmm... Oh right! After we ate earlier. Must be food coma. Hehe."

Jeong Yu-na smiled slightly and then asked:

"More importantly, how was the forest? Did you find anything unusual?"

Lee Hui-hyeon shook his head in response.

"No, nothing special. I guess it was just a false alarm."

Yu Ji-a raised her sickle and added:

"That's right, there was nothing. I brought along my favorite weapon for nothing."

Though her tone was slightly exaggerated, this wasn't unusual for Yu Ji-a, so Jeong Yu-na smiled and said:

"False alarm or not, considering various possibilities related to demons is never a waste of effort for an Exorcist. You two really worked hard. By the way, have you eaten yet? Ye-a already set aside portions for you both, so go eat. If Ye-a wakes up while you're eating, I'll let her know."

"Alright, thanks."

"Thanks, Yu-na! But there's meat, right?"

At Yu Ji-a's earnest question, Jeong Yu-na burst out laughing and replied:

"Of course. It's in the kitchen. Go eat."

"Yay!"

Yu Ji-a raised her hands triumphantly, then grabbed Lee Hui-hyeon's hand and said:

"Hui-hyeon, let's eat! Food! There's meat!"

"I heard, let's go slowly."

Lee Hui-hyeon glanced once toward the community center before following after Yu Ji-a.

---

White dots appeared before my eyes, growing larger and merging until they formed an endless white space.

A woman of unknown identity who hated me for some reason.

Because of her, I was isolated in this boundless white space, not knowing where I was.

Is this really the afterlife?

I hope she didn't kill me because she couldn't distinguish between putting someone to sleep and killing them.

She said she would put me to eternal sleep, so I want to believe I'm just asleep and the others are trying to wake me up.

In a situation like this, such thoughts were comforting, so I chose to believe that.

I think I understand why people believe in religion now.

Everywhere I looked was nothing but white space, making me think of a psychiatric ward.

Could it be that I'm actually insane, and I just believed I had transmigrated into a game?

Thinking this, I looked down at my body, but it was still Baek Ye-a's physical form.

It would have been nice if I had just been crazy and had somewhat regained my senses in a hospital, but that didn't seem to be the case.

At least my head doesn't hurt, if that's any consolation.

I don't know how long I've been here anymore.

I deliberately avoided counting time because it seemed like I shouldn't be conscious of it, but now I wonder if I should have.

But there's no day or night here, so counting would be meaningless.

Come to think of it, I was stabbed with the Ayong Sword, but did it have such an ability?

That can't be right. It must be that woman's strange power.

"Damn it."

As I cursed out loud for the first time in a while, my voice echoed in the distance.

Then I heard a voice saying the exact same word, so I called out in that direction, but soon realized it was my own voice.

They say people hear their own voices differently depending on how they listen, and it was true.

I heard a beautiful voice so enchanting it sent chills down one's spine.

Is this why people's gazes were drawn to me whenever I spoke in the previous cycle?

I had no idea.

But this place must be somewhere in my mind, so why am I not hearing my voice as I normally would?

Then I stopped thinking about it.

The most important issue now was whether I could wake up or not.

"I wonder if Hui-hyeon and the others are okay? I hope she only targeted me."

While it would be best to survive until the end, in this situation, I felt relieved that I was the one who got attacked.

I don't know where she got confused, but if she was going to cause trouble for someone innocent, better me than them.

Except for Huye Jin. That girl deserves whatever she gets.

Besides, unlike me who's ostracized by my family, she's a promising successor, so the Huye Clan would use any means to wake her up.

But why am I trapped in a place like this?

I haven't done anything wrong except cursing at Hui-hyeon and Yu-na.

No, honestly, that's not true. I've done various small things, but nothing that deserves this kind of treatment.

"Damn it."

As I muttered to myself, my voice echoed again.

"I really hope the others are okay."

Muttering to myself, I realized my worries were pointless.

How could I worry about others when I couldn't even take care of myself?

The story of a transmigrator who enters a body from the outside, struggles to adapt, gathers various opportunities, and saves the world is only possible in novels.

An ordinary person like me, who was drinking beer in reality before transmigrating, ends up failing like this.

No, strictly speaking, I had a chance.

From the moment I regressed after failing to challenge the Unkillable, abandoning Hui-hyeon and trying to twist the story with my original knowledge, it might have been impossible for me to kill the Unkillable and return to reality or live for myself.

The protagonist should have fought like a protagonist, and the heroine like a heroine, but from the moment I failed and regressed after recklessly trying to become the protagonist, this outcome might have been predetermined.

Only failures regress.

True winners succeed in one go, without regression.

So...

"Huh?"

Looking ahead, I suddenly saw someone standing there.

Black eyes with red rims and noticeably worn black Exorcist clothing.

And an old sword wrapped in bandages.

That appearance was unmistakably Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Hui-hyeon? Hui-hyeon!"

I would have been happy to see anyone, but because of my earlier thoughts, I felt especially glad to see Hui-hyeon and ran toward him.

Or rather, I felt like I was running, since I wasn't sure if I even had a body.

How is he here? Did he meet that woman like I did?

That shouldn't happen.

But as I got closer, Hui-hyeon looked somehow older.

His once obsidian-black hair was streaked with white, and his face showed extreme fatigue and exhaustion.

I tried using the All-Seeing Eye on Lee Hui-hyeon, but nothing came up.

"Hui-hyeon, is that you?"

As I called his name again, Hui-hyeon, who had been looking to the side, turned toward me.

---

"Here, everyone, have some water."

"Thanks, Yu-na! I'll drink it well!"

After the two finished their meal, Jeong Yu-na brought them water and helped clear the table.

After everything was cleaned up, Yeon Ho-jin returned to the community center.

"I'm back."

"Welcome back, Ho-jin."

"Good work."

"Was it tough? You worked hard."

"It wasn't that hard. By the way, everyone's back now. Did you find anything in the forest?"

At Yeon Ho-jin's question, Lee Hui-hyeon shook his head and said:

"No, nothing at all. It was a waste of time."

"Really? I was sure if there was anything, it would be in the forest..."

While Yeon Ho-jin and Lee Hui-hyeon were talking, Han Su-a entered the community center and greeted everyone.

"I'm back! Ah, everyone worked hard! Did you find anything in the forest?"

Asking exactly the same question as Yeon Ho-jin, Lee Hui-hyeon shook his head and gave the same answer.

"No, there was nothing."

"I see. That's really disappointing. I was certain if there was anything, it would be in the forest."

Seeing Han Su-a say the same thing as Yeon Ho-jin, Jeong Yu-na smiled slightly and said:

"You worked hard too, Su-a."

"Yes, thank you. Is Yu-na feeling better now?"

"Better? Were you sick?"

At Yu Ji-a's question, Jeong Yu-na laughed and said:

"Yes, actually I suddenly wasn't feeling well earlier, so I was resting along with Ye-a."

"I see! I thought it was strange that Yu-na stayed at the community center while the other two went out to help. Yu-na has such a responsible personality."

As Yu Ji-a nodded repeatedly, Yeon Ho-jin asked with a skeptical expression:

"Really?"

"Actually, that's a lie. Sorry."

Lee Hui-hyeon stared at Jeong Yu-na for a moment and then said:

"Yu-na, the dye at the ends of your hair looks a bit strange."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's observation, Jeong Yu-na touched the ends of her hair and said:

"Huh? Oh? You're right! Why has the color darkened?"

At Jeong Yu-na's confused tone, Han Su-a said:

"Could the dye be fading?"

"That's not it. This is a traditional practice of our Cheonghwa Clan, and the color has never changed like this before..."

As Lee Hui-hyeon looked at the ends of Jeong Yu-na's hair, he suddenly had an ominous feeling and ran toward the community center where Baek Ye-a was sleeping.

Ch.76 - 1. Ye-a Without Mirror (2)
The dyeing tradition of the Cheonghwa Clan dates back to ancient times.

It existed long before monsters and spirits appeared, even before Exorcists were called Exorcists.

This tradition, passed down without question as something that must naturally be done, was actually a means of survival in the distant past.

It was to guard against anything that had no connection to monsters and spirits.

"Ye-a, wake up! Ye-a!"

Lee Hui-hyeon shook Baek Ye-a's shoulders, but Ye-a continued breathing regularly without any response, unnaturally deep in sleep.

Jeong Yu-na, who had followed Hui-hyeon when he suddenly ran to the hall, asked him:

"Hui-hyeon, what's suddenly wrong with Ye-a?"

Instead of answering Jeong Yu-na's question, Hui-hyeon asked her:

"Yu-na, did someone visit the hall earlier?"

"Seonyul Vernerable came by. We chatted a bit and then he left quickly. But Hui-hyeon, I'm feeling anxious. Can't you tell me what's going on?"

Yeon Ho-jin, Han Su-a, and Yu Ji-a, who had followed later, waited for Hui-hyeon's next words. Hui-hyeon silently looked at Baek Ye-a before speaking.

"She's been attacked."

At Hui-hyeon's words, Yeon Ho-jin asked:

"Attacked? Ye-a was?"

"Yes."

In response to Hui-hyeon's brief reply, Han Su-a asked:

"But she looks completely fine?"

"That's exactly what they were aiming for."

Seeing Hui-hyeon's serious expression, Jeong Yu-na said:

"Wait, Hui-hyeon. Let me try to wake her."

"I'll help too!"

Jeong Yu-na went to the opposite side of Hui-hyeon and shook Baek Ye-a's shoulders while calling her name, and Yu Ji-a shook her body, but Baek Ye-a remained deeply asleep without the slightest movement.

Then Yeon Ho-jin said to Hui-hyeon:

"Hui-hyeon, what's wrong with Ye-a? What happened?"

At Yeon Ho-jin's question, Jeong Yu-na and Yu Ji-a, who had been trying to wake Baek Ye-a, looked at Hui-hyeon.

"That's right, you were the first to know something happened to Ye-a. Hui-hyeon, do you know something?"

Instead of answering, Hui-hyeon said to the children:

"I'll explain later. Right now, that's not what's important."

"So you do know something?"

At Jeong Yu-na's question, Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"Yes. But like I said, I'll explain later. Let's focus on waking Ye-a first."


"Ye-a..."

As my eyes met Hui-hyeon's, I heard a familiar voice from below.

Looking down, I saw Yu-na collapsed on the floor, bleeding from her stomach.

It was such a red and horrific sight that I almost preferred the earlier stark white scene that could drive one insane.

"Yu-na!"

I called out her name and rushed to her side.

Despite what must have been immense pain, Yu-na forced a smile and said:

"You did... so well. I saw everything. You did brilliantly."

I hurriedly took out bandages and a healing talisman to treat her, but Yu-na stopped me.

"This wound can't be treated with such things. Use them... for someone who needs them more..."

Blood trickled from the corner of Yu-na's mouth.

It was an ominously bright red.

It meant her internal organs were damaged beyond hope, but I pressed on her wound and said:

"It's okay, everything will be fine. Just hang on a little longer, okay?"

"Ye-a, I don't have them now... but long ago, where I used to live, there was a grandmother who cherished me."

Yu-na's focus was already significantly blurred.

As if reminiscing about good memories from the past, Yu-na smiled and said:

"That grandmother always called me 'little Yu-na.' Little Yu-na... little Yu-na..."

And with her final breath, Yu-na said:

"I miss everyone..."


"Enlightenment shall destroy demons."

The next moment, I was face to face with Hui-hyeon.

Hui-hyeon's gaze was clearly directed at me, but his eyes trembled as if trying to grasp some blurry outline.

Had I ever seen Hui-hyeon so powerless before?

Before me, some enormous form was being torn and split apart, motionless, vanishing like rising smoke.

This is clearly...

I tried to say something, but as if my body wasn't my own, my mouth moved unnaturally on its own.

"We did it! Hui-hyeon. We finally killed them all. Now I have something to tell everyone who's gone...!"

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon smiled weakly and said to me:

"That's right, and tomorrow everything will be over, Ye-a. The Human World will be saved, and you can go back."

Go back? Where?

I tried to ask Hui-hyeon something, but again, my body wouldn't move according to my will.

I spoke to Hui-hyeon in a somehow heavy voice:

"Yes. I can go back."

Sensing something off about my response, Hui-hyeon asked me in a concerned tone:

"What's wrong, Ye-a? You seem down."

I looked at Hui-hyeon and said weakly:

"No, I was just wondering if I should go back alone like this. Maybe I should stay here with you, Hui-hyeon..."

"I" raised my hand as if pleading something to Hui-hyeon, but when he silently looked at me, I lowered my hand again.

"I'm truly happy that you think that way."

Then Hui-hyeon embraced me and whispered in my ear:

"But Ye-a, this is for the best."

No, no, no. This isn't what I wanted to see.

I want to wake up now.

"Do you want to wake up now?"

At the sudden voice, I looked ahead.


After instructing the children to stay at the hall, Lee Hui-hyeon, as the deputy leader, stepped outside for a moment and walked to a tree some distance away.

He had known since the moment Jeong Yu-na's dye changed color—this was clearly the work of a Divine Beast.

They must have targeted this unprecedented situation.

But if that's the case...

"Hwayun, I know you're watching from up there, so come down."

Hui-hyeon looked up at the tree and spoke.

Then a bird from the tree flew down, perched on Hui-hyeon's shoulder, and said:

"So you knew. As expected of the Destroyer of Evil."

"Only a fool wouldn't notice when you're staring so obviously. Besides, if something like that happened and a bird remained, anyone would find it strange."

At Hui-hyeon's point, Hwayun spoke admiringly:

"Indeed! As expected of the Destroyer of Evil! I, Hwayun, am deeply impressed by the Destroyer of Evil!"

"You keep calling me the Destroyer of Evil. Didn't I tell you not to call me that?"

"At times like this, you should say, 'Only my enemies call me the Destroyer of Evil.' That would be cooler!"

At Hwayun's words, Hui-hyeon sighed lightly and said:

"You really like pushing boundaries, don't you?"

As Hui-hyeon grabbed the bird's neck, Hwayun hurriedly said:

"I'm sorry. Please don't kill me."

Hui-hyeon released the bird's neck and said:

"You probably know roughly what's going on. Whose doing is this?"

"Lee Hui-hyeon, you know I can't tell you that. I've already sworn an oath."

"I know. But can't you tell me indirectly?"

Hwayun pointed to his own body and said:

"As I said, I cannot tell you."

A hawk Divine Beast, is it?

It was one of the representative Divine Beasts that once stood on humanity's side but turned away after that incident.

Hui-hyeon nodded to Hwayun and said:

"Right, you can't say. Of course not."

"Correct!"

"I really have no idea."

"Correct!"

After a moment of silence, Hui-hyeon said:

"You probably already knew from the fact that I've tolerated you, but the situation is serious. Serious enough that I need to borrow your power."

"I'm aware of that part."

"We need to wake Ye-a. As quickly as possible."

At Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun was silent for a moment before saying:

"Lee Hui-hyeon, do you really need to wake Baek Ye-a?"

"Hwayun, do I need to persuade you? You understand the meaning behind that question, right?"

Though his expression remained impassive, his tone suggested that even the slightest misstep would result in death.

"That's not what I meant, Lee Hui-hyeon. I'm suggesting that perhaps we should keep her asleep and wake her later after everything is over. Either way, if she stays awake, she'll only experience more serious events than she already has. She might break down in the middle of it all. Wouldn't it be better to keep her asleep and wake her after everything is over?"

This approach would also mean that Baek Ye-a, who treated this world like a playground, would exit the stage of the Human World peacefully—something Hwayun would likely welcome.

After hearing Hwayun's words, Hui-hyeon said:

"That sounds plausible."

Encouraged by this rare positive response, Hwayun showed a hint of a smile and said:

"Despite appearances, I've served my clan for hundreds of years. I have extensive experience mediating between opposing groups."

"But that won't work."

"What? Why not?"

Hwayun, who had brought up this idea thinking it would appeal to Hui-hyeon's tendency to overprotect Baek Ye-a, asked in surprise.

Then Hui-hyeon said to Hwayun:

"If we take the easy way out like that, Ye-a will definitely break at the very end."
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A woman's voice shattered the scene around me.

Including Hui-hyeon, who had been embracing me.

"Ah..."

I reached out toward the disappearing Hui-hyeon, then withdrew my hand.

What am I doing? That's not the real Hui-hyeon.

Still, I couldn't hide my discomfort as I frowned and turned toward the voice. A woman stood there, watching me.

Unlike me, she had long, ebony-black hair, vivid golden eyes, and beauty so striking it sent chills down my spine.

No, there's no need for elaborate description. One sentence would suffice to describe her.

She looked exactly like me—Baek Ye-a with long black hair and golden eyes.

"Do you want to wake up now?" she asked again, but I didn't answer.

She was clearly the same woman from before.

"Did you put me to sleep and infiltrate my dream? Are you trying to kill me?"

At my question, the woman simply smiled and said, "If that were my goal, I'd have much easier methods than infiltrating like this."

"Maybe you're trying to make it look like I died naturally in my sleep."

Hearing my words, the woman nodded as if she hadn't considered that possibility.

"True, that could be it. But these 'mind battles' have more disadvantages than advantages compared to fighting in reality. Remember that. Just in case."

An enemy giving advice to an enemy.

I felt something strange about this woman.

Perhaps because we looked identical, there was something oddly familiar about her.

After finishing her sentence, she stared at me silently for a while.

Uncomfortable with her gaze, I asked, "Why are you staring at me?"

"I was just wondering if this is how Hui-hyeon feels when he looks at me. You're pretty, but Hui-hyeon prefers long hair. You've forgotten that, though."

I see. Hui-hyeon prefers long hair.

But how does she know that?

She spoke as if she'd known Hui-hyeon for a long time, so I asked, "What do you mean, forgotten? Who are you? Why do you look exactly like me? Can you change your appearance at will here or something?"

The woman smiled gently and replied, "This is undeniably my true appearance. And that scene earlier was your memory."

"So you did manipulate it. Stop lying. I've never experienced anything like that."

"Really? But you remember meeting Hui-hyeon at the end, don't you? Do you remember what happened next?"

"How do you know about that?"

"So what happened? After you met Hui-hyeon, what happened next?"

"After I encountered Lee Hui-hyeon, I... after that..."

"Your memory follows an unrecallable path, then everything went dark. Right?"

"...Yes."

The woman snapped her fingers, and the earlier scene reappeared.

I glared at her as the horrific scene unfolded again, but she smiled, completely unfazed.

"See? Deep down, you know this isn't an illusion but something that actually happened."

"I..."

No matter how much I wanted to deny it, I could feel that her words contained truth.

"Then... who exactly are you?"

As if the moment had finally arrived after our roundabout conversation, the woman smiled brightly and said, "I am you. Baek Ye-a. You'd understand if I said XXX, right?"

The woman smiled as she spoke my real name from the outside world.

<>

There was something strange about Lee Hui-hyeon's tone.

Going that way would lead to failure in the end.

Hwayun thought that there must be a time period he hadn't yet recognized, and said, "I understand. Let's go wake her up then."

"Let's clarify one thing before we go."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun smiled and said, "Of course! Whatever you like! What shall we sort out? The area around the tree? Or..."

"Say one more nonsensical thing and I'll kill you."

After effectively silencing Hwayun, Lee Hui-hyeon continued, "It seems like just yesterday you were helping Cheongdam make advances toward Baek Ye-a, but now you're being suspiciously cooperative. Why are you so willing to help wake up Baek Ye-a when you dislike her so much?"

Lee Hui-hyeon's suspicion was perfectly reasonable. It did seem suspicious that Hwayun, who had once helped Cheongdam pursue Baek Ye-a, was now so eager to help Lee Hui-hyeon.

Hwayun turned the bird's head to look at Lee Hui-hyeon and spoke.

Despite being in a bird's body, there was something strange about the way it seemed to be gazing into the distance.

"If I had to choose between keeping her asleep forever, waking her after everything is over, or hurrying to wake her now, I can only choose what Lee Hui-hyeon wants. I fundamentally follow the Enlightened One. While I've always used my free will to choose what I believe is best for the Enlightened One, right now I believe waking Baek Ye-a is the best option."

"You say that as if waking Baek Ye-a isn't actually the best option."

"I deeply despise Baek Ye-a. But if I were stubborn about it, wouldn't you attempt something dangerous on your own?"

Lee Hui-hyeon affirmed Hwayun's question with silence rather than words.

At that, Hwayun's previously detached demeanor vanished as he exclaimed dramatically, "Ah! I knew it! You really were going to do it alone? By yourself?! The Enlightened One can't function without me...!"

"You're too loud. Be quiet."

When Lee Hui-hyeon pressed a finger firmly on Hwayun's head, Hwayun finally closed his mouth.

"Is everything clear now?"

"No, there's one more thing."

Lee Hui-hyeon sighed softly and asked, "Was Yu Ji-a really the best choice?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's brief but pointed question, Hwayun nodded in understanding and replied, "As you know, it's a miracle the Dragon Blood Clan has survived until now. Among them, Yu Ji-a was the most physically and mentally mature. Above all, the clever and meticulous members of the clan wouldn't have readily participated in something like this. Since we didn't have enough time to orchestrate events that would make them act on their own, I used my information network to identify six clan members seeking restoration as candidates..."

"Alright, I understand that Ji-a was the best choice. Now let's go prepare before we wake Ye-a."

Lee Hui-hyeon said this while tucking Hwayun into his chest.

<>

"Yuna, is there any response from her?"

As Yeon Ho-jin brought a towel to Jeong Yu-na, who was sitting beside Baek Ye-a, she shook her head and replied, "No, nothing at all. This doesn't seem like ordinary deep sleep."

"I see. Let me know immediately if there's any change."

"I will."

After Yeon Ho-jin left, Han Su-a entered the room.

"How is Ye-a? Does it look like she'll wake up soon?"

Jeong Yu-na looked at Han Su-a and said, "No, there's no sign of her waking up at all."

Seeing Baek Ye-a's pained expression, Han Su-a said, "It's truly heartbreaking that we can't do anything right now. And we call ourselves Exorcists..."

Jeong Yu-na silently sighed at Han Su-a's words.

"I know. It's pathetic."

After Han Su-a left, Jeong Yu-na wiped the sweat from Baek Ye-a's face.

Baek Ye-a, who had simply appeared to be sleeping earlier, was now frowning and occasionally gasping for breath, sweating as if having a nightmare.

Jeong Yu-na felt deeply powerless, able to do nothing for her closest friend except wait for Lee Hui-hyeon and wipe away her sweat.

"What happened to you..."

Despite Jeong Yu-na's concerned tone, Baek Ye-a remained unconscious, her face contorted in discomfort.

Come to think of it, Baek Ye-a had shown uncharacteristic shock at the Public Office earlier, quite unlike an Exorcist.

Could this be the result of all the difficult experiences she'd faced recently, including what happened at the Public Office?

But simply attributing it to those events didn't explain Lee Hui-hyeon's comment about her being "attacked," nor the series of recent incidents that troubled Jeong Yu-na.

The recent chain of events had unfolded in an unnaturally orchestrated manner.

The sudden visit to the Dragon Blood Clan's village and the attack on the village; the unclear and suspicious circumstances surrounding the Muji's appearance; Baek Ye-a and Lee Hui-hyeon's behavior that seemed trivial on the surface but remained highly suspicious; Baek Ye-a's unconscious state; the suddenly discolored dye; and Lee Hui-hyeon immediately recognizing that something had happened to Baek Ye-a upon seeing it.

Until now, Jeong Yu-na had overlooked these things due to her strong faith in the two, but she felt the need to have a deeper conversation with them soon.

While she cared for all the other students, she especially loved those two.

"No matter what happens, I'm on your side. Did I fail to earn your trust?" Jeong Yu-na murmured quietly as she gazed at Baek Ye-a.
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"This is the embrace of the Annihilator! It's so cozy I could fall asleep right here! As expected, even the Annihilator's embrace is special compared to others!"

While they were briefly moving to prepare, Lee Hui-hyeon lightly struck Hwayun who was babbling nonsense from within his embrace.

"Will you shut up? Say one more word and I'll tear off everything below your neck."

Hwayun briefly closed his mouth at the casual yet brutal threat, but soon asked Lee Hui-hyeon:

"By the way, Lee Hui-hyeon, what are you going to do?"

Though Hwayun's question lacked a subject, Lee Hui-hyeon seemed to understand what he was asking about.

*He's definitely asking what I'm going to do about the hawk Divine Beast.*

After thinking for a moment, Lee Hui-hyeon told Hwayun:

"I'm going to leave it alone."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's answer, Hwayun asked in confusion:

"Are you sure it's okay to just let it go?"

"I know it acted impulsively, seizing an opportunity."

If it had killed Baek Ye-a or something similar, the story would be completely different, but Lee Hui-hyeon decided to leave the hawk Divine Beast alone.

The pillars supporting the Human World weren't just Exorcists.

Even beings that disliked humans often loved the Human World.

If there hadn't been love and desire to protect the Human World, mixed-blood clans couldn't have existed in the first place.

Mixed-blood clans were beings created long ago when Divine Beasts, foreseeing the arrival of the Unkillable, mixed their blood with humans to counter it.

The upcoming battle would need as many beings like Divine Beasts as possible.

Besides, since the hawk Divine Beast followed the Annihilator, Lee Hui-hyeon planned to spare it for strategic necessity.

"I think I understand your reasoning. You're truly cold-blooded."

For the greater cause and necessity, personal feelings had to be set aside.

Though he might pretend otherwise, Lee Hui-hyeon was indeed the one who had best absorbed Hwayun's "education."

***

XXX.

My name from the real world.

For years since possessing this body. Even the Unkillable never discovered my true name.

"How do you know my name?"

"Didn't I tell you? I am you. If you still doubt me, I can tell you exactly who you are right here, and what happened to you in previous cycles."

Hearing the woman's words, I struggled to maintain a calm expression.

"Previous cycles." That was the exact phrase I always used when talking about past events.

"Your exact identity is just that of a pitiful person."

"I've never been pitiful, not once. Even here, though things got complicated, I was completely thriving."

Hearing my words, the woman looked at me with an expression suggesting that was precisely what made me pitiful.

"That's exactly what's sad about you. You're just pitiful. Both in reality and here, you've always been in a position to be used, haven't you?"

Then the woman approached me with what looked like a mocking expression.

With each step she took toward me, I took one step back, feeling as if the atmosphere around her was growing heavier.

The seemingly infinitely vast white space began to feel like it was shrinking.

"Like an idiot, you happily took on tasks others dumped on you, not minding hours of hard work just for a few words of praise. It was the same in the military. You took on the squad leader position no one wanted, achieved great results, but when it came to leave, someone else took it from you, and you didn't even realize you were being treated unfairly."

Hearing the woman's words, I shook my head.

Though it had been difficult dealing with that problematic junior soldier, it had been rewarding.

Everyone was happy when I worked hard.

Normally I would have doubted this woman claiming to be me, but after hearing my real-world name, I gave up doubting her and said:

"I did it because I wanted to. Everyone was happy when I worked hard."

"That's not all."

The woman continued speaking as if she wasn't finished.

"It's the same with getting backstabbed by those girls in the previous cycle. It wasn't your fault at all, but they pushed all the responsibility onto you and betrayed you just because you were the most outstanding and superior among us. Yet you somehow felt responsible for their betrayal, didn't you?"

As soon as the woman finished speaking, the white space changed its appearance again.

To the time when I was betrayed by Huye Jin, Jin Seo-yeon, and Jeon In-hwa.

"I'm deeply disappointed in you, Miss Ye-a."

I was bleeding from my stomach.

"Why... why would you do this?"

When I asked in a dazed voice, Jin Seo-yeon clicked her tongue as if in disbelief before speaking.

"You know why. Is this what they say? That the perpetrator knows nothing? If you were going to burn through my subordinates, you should have at least caught the Unkillable. You useless bitch."

Then Jin Seo-yeon's kicks followed.

Normally I would have dodged, but being severely wounded, I took Jin Seo-yeon's kicks directly and fell backward.

"Violence is unacceptable, Comrade Jin Seo-yeon. Violence is for barbaric humans."

When Jeon In-hwa belatedly stepped in to stop Jin Seo-yeon, I looked at her with somewhat hopeful eyes, but Jeon In-hwa's gaze toward me was extremely cold.

"I had high expectations for you, but you turned out to be only this kind of person."

"Someone needs to take responsibility for this failure. And that person will be you, Baek Ye-a."

Huye Jin said, looking at me with very cold eyes.

This memory was one I didn't remember clearly.

I only vaguely remembered being unpleasantly betrayed, but I didn't realize the atmosphere had been this cold and harsh.

The space turned white again, and the woman was looking at me.

"You probably remember why they acted like that. Huye Jin's sister Huye In died, and Jeon In-hwa mistakenly thought I was the incarnation of 'The Enlightened One,' but gradually became suspicious and was ultimately disappointed when I couldn't meet her expectations. And that bitch Jin Seo-yeon lost her subordinates. How does it feel? Seeing it for real must be quite painful, being so miserably rejected by the children you cared for so much."

Then the woman stopped speaking and looked at me.

"I didn't think it was that bad."

I told the woman, feeling somewhat dazed.

The woman then smiled as if pleased and said:

"That's why you've been feeling guilty deep down. You've always been sorry. Thinking that if you had allowed Huye Jin to visit her siblings before the major demon exorcism, if you could have shown a better side of yourself to make Jeon In-hwa trust you, if you had allowed Jin Seo-yeon to form squads with her subordinates..."

The woman came closer to me.

"Originally, you should have broken at this point. That's what actually happened. But after experiencing this and running away in despair, Hui-hyeon saved me."

Is she talking about the memory from earlier?

"Was that memory from after I met Hui-hyeon?"

Me crying while looking at each other, and him comforting me saying this was for the best.

I thought this memory must be fake.

I thought I would never love Lee Hui-hyeon.

But if that earlier memory was real and I continued to be with Hui-hyeon afterward.

If, just if that had happened, it wouldn't be completely impossible, would it?

"Yes, you've forgotten, but there was more. Time spent with Hui-hyeon."

"Can you show me?"

To my question, the woman smiled grimly and said:

"You cut it off and sealed it yourself, and now you want to see it? I know you well because I am you. The moment you see it, you'll beg to erase it again. This is a memory you couldn't bear."

"Are you saying my memories are incomplete because I sealed them away myself?"

"It's not exactly memories, Baek Ye-a. You, who hated yourself and felt revulsion, chose to cut off the parts of yourself you hated most. You've always had headaches, haven't you? Extreme pain at all times. That's the pain from the parts of you that were cut off."

It was true.

Morning, noon, evening—the extreme pain I felt constantly at all times.

Was this because I cut off part of myself?

Was the occasional feeling of something surfacing the remnants of what had been cut off?

If so, then the woman in front of me now is...

"...Show me. I need to see it after all."

Without a word, the woman took my hand and began leading me somewhere.

***

After returning to the hall, Lee Hui-hyeon saw the children outside.

They looked like they had many questions, but Lee Hui-hyeon spoke to them first.

"I'm sure you all have a lot of questions."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Yeon Ho-jin nodded and replied:

"That's right, it's a bit awkward."

Han Su-a also looked at Lee Hui-hyeon with a serious expression. Yu Ji-a stood one step back as if uncomfortable with the atmosphere, but she still had a curious expression.

Although she had recently shared many secrets with Lee Hui-hyeon, he hadn't told her the truly important stories.

To this, Lee Hui-hyeon told the children:

"But right now, Ye-a's situation is more urgent. So let's talk later."

After briefly finishing his words to the children, Lee Hui-hyeon entered the room where Jeong Yu-na and Baek Ye-a were.
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When Lee Hui-hyeon entered the room, Jeong Yu-na turned to look at him.

"You're here?"

"Yeah."

Hui-hyeon casually returned her greeting as if everything was normal, then walked over and sat down beside Baek Ye-a.

Before Jeong Yu-na could say anything, Hui-hyeon spoke first, cutting her off.

"You must have a lot of questions, right?"

"Yeah, I suppose so."

"But right now, waking Ye-a up is the priority. I'll explain everything later, so could you please step out for now?"

At Hui-hyeon's calm but firm tone, Jeong Yu-na hesitated for a moment before speaking.

"Hui-hyeon, no matter what you say, I'm on your and Ye-a's side. You know what I mean, right?"

Hui-hyeon knew that Jeong Yu-na's words contained no hidden meaning—they were exactly as they sounded. He nodded and replied, "I know."

"So be honest with me later. You two have been acting strange lately."

So Jeong Yu-na had noticed something was off but had been letting it slide.

That was just like her. She was perceptive and quick to notice when something was amiss, but her fondness for people and trusting nature often masked this quality. She was the type to wait patiently, assuming there must be a good reason.

For her to say something like this now, they must have seemed quite suspicious.

"After you leave, don't let anyone else in. This requires the utmost care."

After hearing Hui-hyeon's words, Jeong Yu-na asked in a cautious tone, "Can you at least give me a brief explanation of what's going on?"

"Later. This is urgent."

Jeong Yu-na looked at Baek Ye-a for a moment, then sighed softly and said, "Alright. I'll do as you say. Hui-hyeon, do you remember the promise we made?"

"To take care of Ye-a together as fellow squad members, right?"

Jeong Yu-na smiled slightly at his response and said, "That's right. You were surprised back then, but you still agreed. Let's take good care of her together. I trust you, Hui-hyeon. And Ye-a too. So please, do what you need to do."

Jeong Yu-na patted Hui-hyeon's shoulder lightly, then took the cloth she had been using to wipe Ye-a's forehead and left the room.

Hui-hyeon watched her leave for a moment, then took out a container of his own blood—drawn from cutting his palm—and Hwayun from his pocket, placing them on the floor.

Once on the ground, Hwayun grumbled, "How presumptuous. To speak of trust to a Destroyer like that."

Hearing Hwayun's words, Hui-hyeon tugged at its feathers and said, "That's why you could never defeat humans. Now, let's get to work quietly before I strip you naked, okay?"

"Yes! I'll just focus on the task at hand!"

When Hui-hyeon released Hwayun's feathers, it transformed into a human form and gestured toward the door.

"Now no one will disturb us until we're finished."

Hwayun picked up the container with Hui-hyeon's blood and explained, "I'm going to create a doorway into Baek Ye-a's mind. It works on a similar principle to how 'that one' used to pass down the Path to his disciples. Entering the mind initially is simple, but we'll need to disguise ourselves as something familiar to Baek Ye-a. During the process, you'll see various things, but they're just residual fragments that can't harm a Destroyer, so don't worry about them. And..."

"No need for details. I already know all this. Just begin."

Hui-hyeon cut off Hwayun's explanation.

Hwayun nodded and replied, "Very well. If that's what the Destroyer wishes."

Hwayun thinned the tip of its finger, dipped it in Hui-hyeon's blood, and began drawing on Baek Ye-a's forehead.

As Hwayun started to draw the first (伯) character of a soaring hawk—a simple yet familiar form that would be easily accepted—Hui-hyeon stopped it.

"Wait, not that."

"What? Why not? This should be the most familiar emblem to Baek Ye-a, who belongs to the Baek Clan."

Hwayun's confusion was understandable. For any Exorcist, the most familiar symbol would naturally be the emblem they wore.

"A marigold would be more familiar to her than that. Draw a marigold."

"A marigold? Well, I suppose that might be more subconsciously familiar to her."

Hwayun nodded at Hui-hyeon's next words, erased the emblem, and drew a marigold instead.

Now all the preparations were complete.

Walking through a pure white space, I felt my memories gradually returning.

When I was first betrayed and ran away.

When I met Hui-hyeon while wandering, bleeding from betrayal.

When I woke up in the cave and received Hui-hyeon's care.

When I joined the other Exorcists with Hui-hyeon's help.

When we talked together.

When we found tea and drank it together with Hui-hyeon.

And...

These were all things I had seen in dreams and experienced firsthand.

They were all precious, important memories—why had I forgotten them?

Why had I tried to forget?

What exactly had happened?

"Are you crying?"

The woman walking ahead turned around and asked.

"Yes."

"Why are you crying?"

"What does it matter if I cry or not? Just shut up and keep going."

Despite my harsh words, born from embarrassment, the woman seemed unfazed and continued leading the way.

Following her, I discovered a sharply torn black trace at the end of the endless white space.

"What's this?"

"The place where 'I' used to be. Now it's just a torn trace because you discarded me."

After speaking, the woman approached the torn trace, sat down, and said, "Wait a moment. With only these traces remaining, the memories I can show you are limited."

Looking at the woman who seemed to blend with the black, sharply torn trace, I began to understand who she might be.

This woman wasn't simply another version of me.

She was a trace.

A remnant left behind when I tried to cut away part of myself but failed to do it cleanly.

"Were you the one showing me memories while I slept?"

"That's right. I tried hard to show you these things, but you couldn't remember any of it. You kept trying to forget."

"Why did you want to show me?"

"To stop you from wasting time on useless things again."

"Wasting time? Those were all timely and perfect measures! Do you know how well I helped Hui-hyeon?"

The woman glanced at me sideways, sighed softly, and looked away as she said, "Even though you're me... never mind."

"..."

Feeling somewhat deflated from arguing with myself, I kept quiet.

I don't understand why she's reacting this way when I was perfectly helping Hui-hyeon, even with incomplete memories.

"Are you ready to show me yet?"

Growing impatient with how long it was taking, I asked, and the woman sighed softly before replying.

"You didn't just erase your memories—you cut them out completely so you'd never recall them again. To use an analogy, this is like extracting information from a completely damaged computer hard drive."

"You're managing it quite well."

"That's because I'm the all-capable Ye-a."

As I watched her confidently declare herself the all-capable Ye-a, I wondered:

Is that really me?

But considering all I'd been through and how I'd changed, it wasn't strange that this version of "me" would be different, so I decided to stay quiet.

"It's all ready now. Before I show you, let me ask one more time. Are you sure you want to see this?"

"I already told you. I need to see it."

"Alright, if that's your decision."

The woman snapped her fingers, and the memories she had recovered began to play.

The memory started from where Hui-hyeon had embraced me earlier.

Since these were forcibly recovered memories, they seemed to crackle and break up in places, but I could tell they were real.

Hui-hyeon with gray hair, exhausted beyond measure, something he had defeated, and his desperate expression.

He looked as though everything depended on my decision.

And I said to him:

"I'm sorry, Hui-hyeon. I can't listen to you. I want to stay. I want to stay and help you."

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon smiled and said:

"I'm sorry, Ye-a. You did say that, and it was the right thing to say. Deep down, I wished you wouldn't go back."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words made me very happy, it seems.

He wished I wouldn't go back.

It sounded like I could stay with Hui-hyeon from now on.

But the next moment, Hui-hyeon wore a very sad expression and said:

"But it can't be. If you stay like this, you'll surely experience terrible things. And I'm not strong enough anymore to remain by your side."

I seemed to have gotten quite upset at Lee Hui-hyeon's words.

His words sounded as though he needed some kind of qualification to be with me.

"What are you saying? Not strong enough to remain by my side? That sounds like you need some kind of qualification to be with me!"

"That's not what I meant. I..."

"Forget it. I've already made up my mind. To stay by your side! So don't say anything. Please."

And then the memory cut off for a moment.
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The next memory that followed was surprising.

Lee Hui-hyeon and I were living together in the same house.

It was just a moment, but I exhaled a "huh" out loud in surprise.

In the memory, Lee Hui-hyeon and I were just living ordinary lives.

The version of me in the memory wasn't living for myself, nor was I trying to return to reality.

I was just grateful for each day, living with Hui-hyeon and depending on each other.

Though only about a month had passed in the flow of memory time, Lee Hui-hyeon's hair hadn't just started graying—it had turned completely white.

"Hui-hyeon, I think we should dye your hair."

"Don't you think it looks fine as it is?"

"No. Be quiet and bring your head over here."

The memory that had been playing for quite some time suddenly stopped just as I was applying hair dye to Lee Hui-hyeon.

I thought I just needed to wait a moment for it to continue, but no matter how much time passed, the paused memory wouldn't resume.

"What's going on? Why is it like this?"

I called out to the woman who had been playing the memories, but there was no answer.

Feeling something was off, I looked toward where the woman was, but she was staring somewhere with a slightly surprised expression.

"Hey, are you okay?"

Only then did she seem to hear my voice. She turned to me with a smile and said:

"Sorry, I need to step away for a moment."

"Step away? What about the memories?"

I asked because we were just getting to an important part, but she replied as if she urgently needed to go somewhere:

"Just wait here for a bit. I'll be right back."

Then she waved her hand and hurried off somewhere.

Wait, if she leaves like that, what am I supposed to do?

This might be inside my head, but I don't have any abilities like "me" to do anything.

As the woman's figure grew more distant, I shouted after her:

"Hey! At least tell me what's going on! Hey!"

Whether I called or not, she left without looking back.

"What the..."

What am I supposed to do all alone here?

<>

Hwayun, who had drawn a marigold on Baek Ye-a's forehead, next placed her hand on Lee Hui-hyeon's back.

This was to attach a thread of consciousness before sinking into Baek Ye-a's mental world.

With her hand on Lee Hui-hyeon's back, Hwayun spoke as if newly moved:

"Seeing you like this reminds me of when Lee Hui-hyeon was young. You were so small then, but now you've grown into such a fine adult."

But Lee Hui-hyeon just quietly stared ahead without responding to Hwayun's words.

As if not expecting an answer, Hwayun finished the ritual, removed her hand from his back, and then placed it on Baek Ye-a's forehead.

This was to locate where Baek Ye-a's consciousness was positioned before connecting Lee Hui-hyeon to Baek Ye-a's mental world.

While examining Baek Ye-a's mental state, Hwayun thought with her eyes closed:

*What a strange place to be.*

But though uncommon, it wasn't an impossible location within the human mind, so after confirming this, Hwayun opened her eyes and said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"All preparations are complete! Just tell me when you want to enter."

"Can you send me directly to where Ye-a is?"

"Yes! I've already made all the preparations, so it's possible."

"Send me now."

"Understood. If you find Baek Ye-a, pull the thread twice. I'll pull you out immediately."

Hwayun grabbed Lee Hui-hyeon's shoulders, and then Lee Hui-hyeon placed his hand on Baek Ye-a's forehead.

Sinking into the deepest part of Baek Ye-a's mental world with his disguise, Lee Hui-hyeon saw countless illusions.

And at the end of these countless illusions, at the bottom of the unconscious where he landed, was an endless white world.

A pure white space with nothing in it.

It was the space of unconsciousness, sunk as deep as possible, where nothing existed.

Baek Ye-a couldn't wake up because her consciousness had been pulled down to such a deep place.

Lee Hui-hyeon checked the translucent thread attached to his body and then turned to look at the woman approaching him.

It was "Baek Ye-a" with black hair and golden eyes.

"Hello, Hui-hyeon. It's nice to see you again."

Lee Hui-hyeon looked puzzled at the woman who greeted him as if she was glad to see him.

"Ye-a...? No, you're different. Who are you?"

"You can tell with those eyes of yours. Look. Who do you think I am?"

As the woman spread her arms and smiled brightly, Lee Hui-hyeon slightly furrowed his brow.

This feeling is definitely...

"You... are Ye-a."

"Baek Ye-a" responded to Lee Hui-hyeon's reaction.

"As expected, you don't doubt. Is it because you have eyes that destroy outward appearances and pierce through to the truth?"

"It's just a trivial skill with the condition 'if the other person isn't trying to hide.' It's nothing compared to you, 'Ye-a.'"

"Baek Ye-a" smiled at Lee Hui-hyeon's words.

"No matter how excellent a skill, it's still just a trivial talent. It's merely a one-time skill bound to a single lifetime, so what matters is eternal enlightenment, isn't it? 'Enlightenment shall destroy demons.'"

After finishing her story, "Baek Ye-a" grinned and approached Lee Hui-hyeon, gently taking his hand.

"You're looking for Ye-a, right? The other Ye-a, not me."

Lee Hui-hyeon nodded at "Baek Ye-a's" words and said:

"That's right, there's nothing else. I wouldn't have come otherwise."

"That's cold. Would it hurt to say you came to see me, even if it's a lie?"

"Baek Ye-a" made a slightly pouty expression.

Ignoring her expression, Lee Hui-hyeon asked "Baek Ye-a":

"I'm asking just in case, but did you pull me here?"

"Wrong. I knew where you would come, and I came to help you. I wonder if 'outside' they're surprised that you've been transported somewhere other than where they expected?"

"Baek Ye-a" smiled at Lee Hui-hyeon as if she knew everything.

Lee Hui-hyeon spoke as if he wasn't particularly surprised by "Baek Ye-a":

"So where is Ye-a?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, "Baek Ye-a" silently looked elsewhere before saying:

"I know where I am. We were just together! I'll take you there."

"I'd appreciate that."

While walking ahead of Lee Hui-hyeon, "Baek Ye-a" asked him:

"By the way, what do you think of me?"

"Of you?"

When Lee Hui-hyeon asked back, "Baek Ye-a" said as if slightly frustrated:

"I mean the real me you meet outside."

Hearing "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon briefly thought about Baek Ye-a.

"The real Baek Ye-a..."

Compared to the Baek Ye-a he had been with in the past, they had created many more memories together.

Like rolling down stairs, spitting out medicine because it was bitter, eating five candies at once, or throwing up on Lee Hui-hyeon in a moving car.

Thinking about it, they were somewhat pitiful memories.

Hmm.

"...She seems to have become quite careless."

He had seen many behaviors he couldn't have imagined from her past self.

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a" laughed and said:

"Right? Even you can see that I'm... well, a bit like that. Should I say I've become like a baby?"

Like a baby.

Lee Hui-hyeon thought there couldn't be a more fitting description for the current Baek Ye-a.

"Baek Ye-a," who had been talking with a smile, suddenly made a strange expression and asked Lee Hui-hyeon:

"By the way, Hui-hyeon, do you like the current Ye-a?"

At "Baek Ye-a's" question, Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been walking steadily, suddenly stopped and looked at "Baek Ye-a."

When Lee Hui-hyeon suddenly stopped and looked at her, "Baek Ye-a" looked at him curiously.

"What's wrong, Hui-hyeon? Why did you suddenly stop? Let's keep going."

Despite "Baek Ye-a's" urging, Lee Hui-hyeon quietly looked at her before saying:

"'Ye-a,' don't you think this is enough?"

"What are you suddenly talking about? What do you mean 'enough'?"

Lee Hui-hyeon sighed softly at "Baek Ye-a," who was looking at him with a puzzled expression.

"The deeper a person's consciousness is, the weaker it becomes. Weak enough for 'someone else' to take over the body."

Lee Hui-hyeon explained why he had been telling the children and Hwayun to hurry. Then "Baek Ye-a" said to him:

"And?"

"Thinking about it, there were many strange things. Like how you said you were with Ye-a, but came alone even though you knew I was the one coming. You said you came to help me."

"..."

As Lee Hui-hyeon continued, "Baek Ye-a" silently looked at him before saying:

"So you suspect I'm not 'Baek Ye-a'?"

"You are 'Ye-a.' I saw it with my own eyes. We're not meeting for the first time in this life, are we?"

Lee Hui-hyeon turned to look at "Baek Ye-a."

<>

Meanwhile, Hwayun, who was observing from the outside, realized that Lee Hui-hyeon was accompanied by something.

The emergence of an intense consciousness different from that of humans.

A consciousness that could awaken in Baek Ye-a's body whenever it wanted.

Something like a strong will possessing a vessel.

Hwayun frowned at the emergence of this new consciousness she hadn't felt at all before—something different from Baek Ye-a's consciousness.

"What in the world...?"
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A personality somewhat similar to "the past Baek Ye-a."

Normally, when such a strong personality possesses someone, the original personality would be destroyed.

But Baek Ye-a's personality wasn't being infringed upon at all by this suddenly appearing personality.

"For now, I can only trust the Destroyer and wait..."

Hwayun decided to observe the situation for the time being.

<>

A strange silence and tension between the two.

Instead of answering Lee Hui-hyeon's question, "Baek Ye-a" simply looked at him with an odd smile before speaking.

"Ah, I must have wavered without realizing. By now, they've probably noticed 'outside.'"

Hearing "Baek Ye-a's" strangely admitting tone, Lee Hui-hyeon asked her.

"So you admit it? That you're that spirit I met in the forest?"

"Baek Ye-a" shook her head at Lee Hui-hyeon's question.

"No, not at all. I don't even know what you're talking about. At least as 'the current me,' this is our first meeting, Hui-hyeon. Did you perhaps meet someone you thought was me?"

"Baek Ye-a" grinned and tried to approach Lee Hui-hyeon, but he stepped back just as much as she stepped forward.

Seeing this, "Baek Ye-a" gave a strange smile and took a step away from Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Hmm, I see. I suppose I did something to make you suspicious of me. But I'm not what you think I am, Hui-hyeon."

"What do you think I'm thinking?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, "Baek Ye-a" gave a bitter smile and said.

"Well, as you said earlier, an evil spirit trying to steal Baek Ye-a's body, right? I am a similar being, actually. After all, I'm your all-purpose Ye-a who can do anything, even if the original tore me apart and left only traces."

Although "Baek Ye-a" showed no hostility toward Lee Hui-hyeon, he remained tense as he watched her.

"Baek Ye-a" sighed softly and said.

"Think about it. I've already met myself. If I wanted to steal my body, I could have simply destroyed the consciousness and 'risen' myself, but I didn't do that, did I?"

"Then why did you come here alone?"

"You already know, don't you?"

"Baek Ye-a" looked at Lee Hui-hyeon with playful eyes full of amusement.

But when Lee Hui-hyeon just stared back without opening his mouth, "Baek Ye-a" spoke as if conceding.

"I just wanted to talk with Hui-hyeon alone, pretending we don't know anything. You'll leave soon anyway once you find Ye-a."

After hearing "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon softened his attitude somewhat and said.

"Then you could have awakened Ye-a, but you didn't. Why? With your current power and control over this place, that should have been possible."

"That's why I asked you about Ye-a."

Lee Hui-hyeon asked with suspicion at "Baek Ye-a's" words.

"What do you mean?"

"Let's keep walking while we talk. We'll have plenty of time to chat before we reach our destination."

"Baek Ye-a" extended her hand to Lee Hui-hyeon as she spoke.



Eventually, Lee Hui-hyeon took "Baek Ye-a's" outstretched hand and walked with her.

As they walked side by side, "Baek Ye-a" said to Lee Hui-hyeon.

"So, Hui-hyeon, do you like the current Ye-a?"

"Baek Ye-a" repeated her earlier question, waiting for Lee Hui-hyeon's answer.

"Is that so important?"

"It is important. Even though I'm just a trace, my feelings for you haven't disappeared."

At "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon turned his gaze slightly to the side and said.

"I don't dislike her."

"I see, you don't dislike her."

"Baek Ye-a" seemed satisfied with Lee Hui-hyeon's answer, smiling slightly before speaking to him.

"You probably didn't know this, but the current Ye-a isn't simply in a state of lost memories. Didn't you think something was strange about it being just memory loss? Besides her childlike behavior, she's become somewhat sloppy and childish compared to the past."

"Are you saying it's not simply because she lost her memories?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, "Baek Ye-a" nodded and said.

"That's right, it's not simple amnesia. The current Ye-a is like a machine with important parts remaining but some delicate components missing, making it malfunction. Whatever she does is somewhat sloppy, and her actions lack thoroughness. Do you know why? Because she cut off important parts. Not just forgetting memories. And she did it out of despair."

After hearing "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon responded without much reaction.

"So that's what happened. I thought she had regained her memories, albeit incompletely, but that wasn't it."

Lee Hui-hyeon's reaction was far from what "Baek Ye-a" had expected.

She had expected him to show at least some disappointment, if not trembling with betrayal or reacting intensely with "how could you do this?"

But Lee Hui-hyeon simply accepted it as "so that was the reason" without showing any signs of anger.

Even though she was watching with "The Eyes" just in case.

"You're not angry at all."

"There's no reason to be angry."

"Even though it's practically a betrayal of you?"

"I've been broken once too. Since we're all human, it's not something to be angry about."

"You were?"

"You wouldn't know. It was when you hadn't realized anything yet."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a" smiled and said.

"That's right, I've only been partially revived this time. My existence is actually close to an error."

Then she looked at Lee Hui-hyeon and said.

"You're talking as if it's nothing, but I understand. You really went through a lot."

Lee Hui-hyeon shook his head at "Baek Ye-a's" consolation.

"Compared to you, who's struggling in a place that's not even your original world, this much is manageable. Even if it's a mission forcibly inherited from above, it's still the world I live in."

After looking at "Baek Ye-a" for a moment, Lee Hui-hyeon turned his gaze away and asked.

"So what were you doing with Ye-a?"

"I was putting the components back in, even if they're incomplete."

"Components, even if incomplete?"

Lee Hui-hyeon looked at "Baek Ye-a" with a puzzled expression.

"Yes, I was showing her all the memories I have and the memories that remain here. It must be difficult for you to keep going around with an 'incomplete Ye-a,' right?"

Hearing "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon thought.

It seemed that even this trace of the past Ye-a didn't have all the memories.

Even though she knew that memories were cut off because it was painful, she clearly didn't have the memories that were the reason for cutting them off.

Otherwise, she wouldn't have tried to restore Baek Ye-a's memories.

"How far do your memories go?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, "Baek Ye-a" answered.

"Do you remember when we lived together, just the two of us?"

Lee Hui-hyeon nodded at "Baek Ye-a's" words and said.

"I remember. It was after everything ended."

"That's right, I neither lived for myself nor went back, but lived with you. Those were truly happy days."

"I often helped you dye your hair too."

"Baek Ye-a," who had been smiling as if recalling past memories, suddenly asked Lee Hui-hyeon.

"So, Hui-hyeon, does the current Ye-a know about your body?"

Lee Hui-hyeon remained silent at "Baek Ye-a's" question.

So she remembered that far.

At Lee Hui-hyeon's silence, "Baek Ye-a" showed a sad expression for the first time since meeting him and said.

"You didn't tell her, did you?"

"I've been hiding various things besides that."

"Why?"

"It's not just because I don't want to put her in danger."

"I think I know what you're thinking."

Lee Hui-hyeon turned to "Baek Ye-a" at her words.

"But Hui-hyeon, don't you need to be more honest to avoid the same ending? There must be an ending that only the current Ye-a can achieve. The Ye-a who isn't 'Ye-a.'"

The Ye-a who isn't "Ye-a."

The Baek Ye-a who isn't "Baek Ye-a."

Lee Hui-hyeon hesitated for a moment before asking "Baek Ye-a."

"If you, who already knows everything, became the real Baek Ye-a, would you reach the same ending?"

"If I became real, would you let me do that?"

"No."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's sharp answer, "Baek Ye-a" smiled and said.

"This time, I would reach a similar but different ending. An ending that will never change, knowing that cutting things off or simply despairing and going crazy has no meaning. But that's not what you want, Hui-hyeon."

There was no response, but she hadn't expected one.

Even without an answer, "Baek Ye-a" already knew the answer.

After that, the two walked in silence until Lee Hui-hyeon stopped briefly and said.

"If we part now, I'll never see the current you again, right?"

"Baek Ye-a" nodded at Lee Hui-hyeon's question and said.

"Yes, if we part now, you'll never see me again."

After that, neither of them spoke until they approached Baek Ye-a.

As if they had made a promise to each other.
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"We'll find Baek Ye-a if we go a bit further."

As they approached Baek Ye-a's vicinity, the "Baek Ye-a" spoke.

"Would you like to stay with me until the end?"

In response to Lee Hui-hyeon's question, "Baek Ye-a" looked at him and said:

"No, I was planning to show you more memories before sending you back, but what I've shown so far seems sufficient. Besides, you came to rescue her yourself. When the hunter appears, the witch must vanish. More importantly, wouldn't Ye-a get jealous if we flirted in front of her?"

Lee Hui-hyeon was about to deny it, but then he remembered Baek Ye-a pulling Yu Ji-a's ear and quietly agreed.

"Well, I suppose so."

"Baek Ye-a" removed her hand from Lee Hui-hyeon's, then grabbed his collar, pulled him close, and said:

"Listen carefully, Hui-hyeon. As I mentioned earlier, outside there isn't just the Ye-a you know, but certainly other 'Ye-as' too. Like me, a 'Ye-a' who is like a lingering resentment—neither accepted nor forgotten like the real Ye-a."

In response to "Baek Ye-a's" warning, Lee Hui-hyeon calmly replied:

"I think I understand. I believe I've already met one."

"If you do meet one, no matter how much they act like Ye-a, you must never let your guard down."

"I won't mess things up because of that. Don't worry too much."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a" looked at him.

Her expression was sad, facing their final farewell.

"Stay strong, Hui-hyeon. Remember, I'll always be on your side."

With those words of encouragement for Lee Hui-hyeon, "Baek Ye-a" gradually dispersed and vanished.

<>

After the woman left and I was alone, I didn't waste time.

Even though I couldn't wake up, I needed to formulate a new plan based on the information I'd gained.

The memories of living together with Hui-hyeon and him dyeing my hair.

It seemed like everything had already ended.

Memories of Hui-hyeon and me living peacefully together in one house.

"I" must have killed the Unkillable with Hui-hyeon after countless sacrifices, including Yu-na.

Otherwise, we couldn't have lived so ordinarily as if nothing had happened.

But something occurred that undid everything, causing the cycle to repeat.

I wish I knew what that something was...

"If I had seen more of the later memories, I would have known."

But since thinking about it now was meaningless, I decided to stop dwelling on it.

Next, I thought about the heroines.

I knew they had betrayed me, but seeing it firsthand was incredibly shocking.

Especially Jin Seo-yeon—she actually stabbed me with a spear.

Although I was quite upset about being betrayed like that, thanks to the woman showing me those memories, I now understood what had happened.

Huye who lost benevolence.

A wolf who lost its pack.

A zealot who lost faith.

The heroines who had lost something were truly fierce and cold-hearted.

Originally, I would have thought it didn't matter as long as we killed the Unkillable, but after recalling those memories, I felt hesitant.

As Hui-hyeon becomes more prominent later on, the heroines—heirs of great exorcist clans—will inevitably join the mission to kill the Unkillable, but if they fail...

Especially Jeon In-hwa, who has a fondness for unique people and is strangely generous in her evaluations, would likely place high expectations on Hui-hyeon.

In hardcore difficulty, any heroine poses a risk, but Jeon In-hwa is particularly concerning as she could easily turn into an enemy if things go wrong.

If Hui-hyeon makes even a small mistake, she might withdraw all her expectations and harm him, just as they did to me in the previous cycle.

To prevent that, I should deal with those three people in advance...

I've been hiding the fact that I'm a Regressor until now, but should I reveal it to Hui-hyeon and share more information with him?

While I was pondering and waiting for the woman to return, surprisingly, it was Hui-hyeon who approached from a distance.

Is this another memory?

But the person approaching me was definitely Lee Hui-hyeon, wearing the familiar casual clothes I'd seen in Seoha Village.

"Hui-hyeon?"

When I called his name with a puzzled voice, Hui-hyeon extended his hand to me and said:

"I've come to get you, Ye-a."


"...Ah."

When I opened my eyes again, a familiar ceiling greeted me.

It was the village community center.

"What's this? Am I awake?"

As I muttered to myself and turned my head, I saw Lee Hui-hyeon standing beside me, looking down.

"Hui-hyeon?"

When I called his name, Hui-hyeon replied in an expressionless but somehow relieved tone:

"You've woken up safely. That's a relief."

"Hui-hyeon, what happened? Why am I here...?"

As I was about to ask him something, the door opened and the others came in.

"Ye-a!"

"Ye-a!"

"Baek Ye-a, are you okay?"

Yu-na, Ho-jin, Su-a, and Yu Ji-a.

Among them, Yu-na approached me closely and asked:

"Are you okay, Ye-a? Does anything hurt?"

"Yes, I'm fine, Yu-na. Sorry for worrying you."

While answering Yu-na, I looked at her discolored hair tips and then turned to Hui-hyeon and asked:

"Hui-hyeon, did you save me?"

At my question, Hui-hyeon silently nodded.

So the Hui-hyeon I saw at the end wasn't a hallucination.

"How did you do it?"

When I asked in a slightly dazed voice, Yu-na said:

"Actually, Hui-hyeon said he'd explain that later. For now, you should rest. We have things to ask you too."

Things to ask me. I felt a bit anxious as I asked the others:

"Did you tell anyone else?"

Ho-jin shook his head at my question and replied:

"It's nighttime, and it didn't seem like something we needed to tell others about, so we didn't."

They didn't tell anyone.

That was welcome news.

"I see..."

"So just rest for now. We'll talk later, okay?"

"By the way, Yu-na, do you know where my sword is?"

"Your sword? It's leaning over there."

Remembering that the woman had held my sword last, I asked, and Yu-na pointed to my sword leaning against the wall.

"I see..."

"You're worried about your sword at a time like this? All your belongings are fine, so just rest for now. Got it?"

"Yes, I understand. Thank you."

With Ho-jin's words, I drifted back to sleep.


The next morning, after waking up and having breakfast, the others and I gathered at the community center.

Everyone looked curious about what had happened.

So I told them everything—what had happened, what kind of attack I'd experienced.

I told them about something that took the form of Seonyul Venerable and attacked me while changing its appearance, about sword strikes shooting from its hands, about fighting in an unknown space, and finally about being put to sleep.

Of course, I appropriately filtered out things like the Baekri Divine Sword Style, "Divine Movement," and other incomprehensible details.

"...That's what happened."

Surprisingly, the first person to speak after my story was Yu Ji-a.

"That story sounds like the old tale of a god who delivers divine punishment."

"Divine punishment?"

At Ho-jin's question, Yu Ji-a nodded and said:

"It's a story passed down in our Dragon Blood Clan. In it, a god slashes evil people into pieces or puts them to eternal sleep in countless forms without any weapons. Ye-a's description matches exactly what's described there."

"I didn't know such a story existed. Maybe because I lived in the Outlands, there seem to be many such old tales there."

"Really? I think it's strange not to have such stories."

Then Su-a, who had heard Yu Ji-a's words, said:

"But Ye-a isn't an evil person, is she?"

"Even if old tales contain some truth, there's no guarantee that everything matches perfectly."

As the conversation was drifting in a strange direction, I was about to intervene when Yu-na, who had been silent until then, spoke up.

"That's not what's important right now. Hui-hyeon was the first to notice something was wrong with Ye-a, right?"

Only then did everyone turn their attention to Hui-hyeon.

"Yes, I noticed it first."

"After pointing out my dyed hair, you immediately went to Ye-a. Did you notice something because of my hair tips?"

Yu-na showed her discolored hair tips as she spoke.

Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"That's right. I recognized it because I have that kind of knowledge."

"This is a traditional hair dyeing method of our Cheonghwa Clan. How did you know the meaning of this discoloration when even I, a member of the Jeong family of the Cheonghwa Clan, didn't know it? Could you explain?"

At Yu-na's question, Hui-hyeon looked around briefly.

Yu-na, Su-a, Ho-jin, Yu Ji-a, and finally me.

Then, after letting out a small sigh, Hui-hyeon spoke:

"The reason is simple. I am the last remaining descendant of the Divine Palace, a group that worshipped gods in the distant past."

The words from Hui-hyeon's mouth were something I had never heard before, even as someone who enjoyed killing the Unkillable.
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Hui-hyeon, who claimed to be the last descendant of the Divine Palace.

After Hui-hyeon spoke, the children fell silent for a moment before Ho-jin was the first to speak up.

"I don't think you're talking about 'Divine Bow' that refers to someone who's good at archery. That would be the Huye Clan's domain."

"Are you perhaps referring to the Divine Palace from the old legends?"

"That's right."

And then Hui-hyeon fell silent, as if he'd said all he needed to say.

Wait, wouldn't most people add more explanation at this point?

I was about to ask something when Yu-na stepped in.

"Hui-hyeon, that's not enough explanation. Could you tell us more details?"

At Yu-na's question, Hui-hyeon nodded and said, "What you know about the Divine Palace is probably just a group that occasionally appears in old stories. The Divine Palace has already disappeared from records since long before the First Great Human-Demon War, only passed down as legend."

That was indeed true. Even in the game, the Divine Palace would only occasionally be mentioned when explaining certain items, but it had no real influence on the game's story.

Even in the "Killing the Unkillable" gallery, it was infamous as the ultimate MacGuffin group that the developers never explained in detail when asked.

Even in the "Killing the Unkillable" lore book, it was only described as "a group that worshipped gods in the distant past."

So does that mean the "Old Clan" was actually the Divine Palace?

"Then Hui-hyeon, your clan is..."

"The Divine Palace. More precisely, its successor group."

The various experiences I'd had with Hui-hyeon now served as foreshadowing, convincingly settling in my mind.

"So that's how you knew why my hair dye changed color?"

"That's right. Our clan had abundant knowledge about such things."

"But didn't you say before that you weren't affiliated with any group?"

"Yeah, didn't you say that when you introduced yourself earlier?"

To Su-a and Ho-jin's questions, Hui-hyeon answered, "It wasn't a lie. I'm practically unaffiliated now. Above all, I didn't mention it on purpose because I thought you wouldn't believe me if I said I was the last descendant of the Divine Palace. Besides, I'm the only one left in the clan anyway."

I felt like I'd been blindsided.

I already knew he belonged somewhere, but to think that group was the successor to the Divine Palace.

Just how long was Hui-hyeon planning to hide this?

But Yu-na seemed lost in thought before saying, "That's truly an unexpected answer. Hui-hyeon, I believe you're a descendant of the Divine Palace. What you've done is certainly something an ordinary exorcist couldn't do. But there's still something bothering me."

"What is it?"

At Hui-hyeon's question, Yu-na hesitated for a moment before saying, "Did you really just know about it and nothing more?"

"Yu-na."

"Yu-na."

At Yu-na's question, Su-a and Ho-jin called her name reproachfully.

As talented individuals carefully selected by Yegak Academy, everyone here except Yu Ji-a understood the meaning of that question.

Yu-na smiled sheepishly and said, "Sorry, I guess I've become a bit sensitive after everything we've been through."

Taking advantage of the momentary silence caused by Yu-na's question, Su-a asked Hui-hyeon, "Then do you know what harmed Ye-a?"

"A Divine Beast."

"A Divine Beast?"

This time I was the one who asked.

I had been absolutely certain that whatever attacked me was one of the great yokai.

But what came from Hui-hyeon's mouth was somewhat unexpected.

"A Divine Beast? Are you talking about the Divine Beast I know?"

At Ho-jin's question, Hui-hyeon nodded and said, "Yes, the one you know."

"Why would a Divine Beast attack Baek Ye-a? Baek Ye-a sometimes bullies me, but she's not a bad person!"

In response to Yu Ji-a's comment, Yu-na said, "That's right, there's no reason to attack Ye-a, is there?"

"Well, considering it subdued her without killing her, something must have irritated it. I don't know the details either."

Hui-hyeon shook his head as if he truly had no idea.



After our conversation ended, the others decided to help around the village while I went to the Small Council to assist Huye Jin.

"So I'm working with Lee Hui-hyeon, and Baek Ye-a is working separately?"

Annoyed by Yu Ji-a's question, which probably had no ill intent, I pulled her ear.

Stretch, stretch.

"Owww! Hui-hyeon! Baek Ye-a is bullying me again!"

As Yu Ji-a tried to cling to Hui-hyeon, I kept hold of her ear and said in a gentle voice, "I thought I saw something in your ear, so I was checking."

"Really?"

"Really."

When I smiled kindly at her, Yu Ji-a made a strange expression, half disbelieving and half trusting.

"Thanks, Baek Ye-a..."

I smiled at Yu Ji-a, then turned to the others who were making odd expressions behind her.

"I'll see you all at lunch then."

"Ye-a, are you sure you'll be okay alone? After what happened yesterday."

To Yu-na, who spoke with concern, I smiled and said, "I'll be fine. See you later."

I separated from the group and headed to the Small Council.

Honestly, now that my memories had returned, it would be quite awkward to face her, but I should confront this head-on.

"Miss Ye-a, are you alright? You look like you didn't sleep well."

When I arrived at the Small Council for my not-quite-official work, Huye Jin asked with a worried expression.

Hmm, this isn't going to work. Seeing her face makes me really angry.

I smiled at Huye Jin and said, "Jin."

"Yes?"

"Thank you so much for your concern. But I'm fine, so let's get to work."

Huye Jin's head tilted slightly at my tone that emphasized "Jin," but she soon smiled and said, "Yes, let's do that."

"By the way, Miss Huye Jin."

"Yes, Miss Ye-a. What is it?"

"Do you have any news about when the reinforcements will arrive at the village?"

At my question, Huye Jin thought for a moment before saying, "We sent a messenger right after the situation calmed down, so the news should have reached them by now. I expect either the senior students who are about to return from their training in Myeongju or the exorcist group from Ganyangju will come."

Senior students on training or the exorcist group from Ganyangju.

I didn't care which group came, but somehow I had a bad feeling about this.

<>

In a field in Myeongju, a Muji was crawling with its lower body severed.

A silver-haired woman blocked its path and said, "Where do you think you're going? That direction isn't where you came from—it's where humans live. The place you came from is exactly the opposite direction."

With a light swing of her sword, the Muji's head was cut off.

After beheading it, the woman lightly dusted off her sword and looked at the red-tinged sky in the distance.

"Or perhaps you hate humans so much that you'd crawl like this just to kill them? That's a level of obsession I can't understand."

"Ye-na!"

The woman called Ye-na—Baek Ye-na—turned to look at her squad member Jeong Ho-yeon and said, "What is it? Why do you look so urgent?"

"I just received a letter from the rear saying that Seoha Village was attacked!"

Jeong Ho-yeon showed her a note that seemed to have been delivered by a crow, but unlike him, Baek Ye-na responded with an indifferent expression.

"And?"

"What?"

"It's a common occurrence for demons to attack in unexpected ways. So why be surprised that Ganyangju was attacked? Anyway, the fact that such news has reached us means that we students need to withdraw to the rear and help Seoha Village, right?"

"That's true, but..."

Jeong Ho-yeon always felt strange about Baek Ye-na's reactions, as if nothing could ever surprise her, always remaining calm no matter what happened.

Though they had been in the same squad for several years, Jeong Ho-yeon thought he would probably never understand Baek Ye-na's emotions, even until graduation.

"That's not all," he said to Baek Ye-na. "It seems your younger sister is in the village right now."

Baek Ye-na turned around at the mention of a younger sister.

"My younger sister? I have more than one, so I don't know who you're referring to. Be more specific."

"According to the note, our juniors are doing their field training in that village. One of them is in Baek Ye-a's squad. Isn't 'Baek' your family name?"

Baek Ye-na's expression slightly crumpled at the name Baek Ye-a.

Baek Ye-a. If she had been attacked, she was most likely dead.

Baek Ye-a had been a weak, foolish, and stupid younger sister since childhood.

That fragile, spoiled child couldn't possibly have survived an attack.

"That's fortunate."

"What did you say?"

When Jeong Ho-yeon asked as if he had misheard, Baek Ye-na shook her head and said, "Nothing. Well, we've finished cleaning up this area, so let's hurry back. We should help the village and our cute juniors, shouldn't we?"

Baek Ye-na spoke with a calm expression.

Ch.84 - 1. Return (2)
After that, my days were busy with various tasks.

First, let me clarify that Seonyul Venerable was a person who 'had existed.'

It was a strange, almost ghost-like story—he had disappeared during the chaos, and when they were recovering bodies, they found an old corpse wearing the robes of a Won-gak Cult venerable, which turned out to be Seonyul Venerable.

Though I knew it was the Divine Beast's doing, there was no way I could tell people that, so the children and I had no choice but to remain silent.

Afterward, I had planned to attend the small council meeting just once and then excuse myself to help the village from the outside, but due to Huye Jin's special request, I ended up continuing with the council work.

There was no choice in the matter since the entire administrative staff had perished when the Public Office was annihilated.

The work at the small council felt like an experiment in how to kill someone through paperwork.

The workload was so murderous that I thought without an Exorcist's body, it would be difficult to concentrate for hours on end.

It couldn't be helped since we had to fill the administrative void left by the annihilation of the Public Office staff and handle the recovery efforts as well.

Of course, even taking that into account, things were a bit excessive...

"How is the recovery progressing?"

"Min-a, is this really the most recent data? The numbers seem off."

"That's from a year ago. Where is your mind wandering?"

"Be careful with that! We don't have any copies!"

"....."

Since the other kids weren't being lazy, I couldn't really complain.

Besides, one reason I was doing this work was because, as a Successor Candidate from a great Exorcist clan, I was expected to be familiar with such administrative duties.

Anyway, thanks to the administrative power gained by grinding down Exorcists like this, the restoration of Seoha Village was progressing smoothly.

During a break, I looked out the small council window and saw smoke rising from various parts of the village where they were burning the bodies of people and monsters that hadn't yet been collected, keeping them separate.

The villagers, seemingly accustomed to death, briefly prayed for those who had been their family and brothers just yesterday, then burned the bodies.

"They'll probably hold a joint funeral later, but the people seem so indifferent."

"Well, they're people who face demons on the frontier."

When I muttered this while looking out the window, Huye Jin replied without taking her eyes off her documents, as if it were perfectly natural.

Look at this loner pretending to be cool.

What Huye Jin just said was quite laughable to me, knowing her true nature.

Well, loners always try to appear cool about certain matters.

That's why loners are hopeless.

Cool loner bastard.

But since I was Ye-a, cool enough not to care about such things, I muttered quietly so Huye Jin couldn't hear, then went back to my paperwork and thought about everything that had happened.

Since coming to Seoha Village, many major events had occurred in just a few days.

The sudden attack on the village.

The revived horde of Muji.

The Public Office stained with blood.

The unexpected attack of the Divine Beast.

Meeting another me in my mind.

Recovering old memories.

And Hui-hyeon's revelation that he was a descendant of the Divine Palace.

Until now, I had dismissed these as variables, but recently I've had fundamental doubts about this world itself.

Is this world really the world inside a game?

"..."

While living in this world, "Killing the Unkillable," I sometimes forgot that it was a game.

I often found myself getting too immersed without realizing it.

Honestly, I frequently felt genuine friendship toward Hui-hyeon, Yu-na, and the others.

Well, they're all such good kids, the kind you'd never find in reality.

But this is a different issue from consciously acknowledging that this world isn't a game.

If that were the case, it would mean I'm an evil spirit who stole Baek Ye-a's body, pretending to be her, and taking away the story that "Baek Ye-a" and Hui-hyeon should have rightfully experienced.

Honestly, I don't want Hui-hyeon to think of me that way either.

Hmm.

Feeling myself being pulled deeper into these thoughts, I decided to think about something else.

I don't understand why all these things are happening so early in the story, but one thing was clear:

I shouldn't think of everything that's happened as just one-time variables, and regardless of what happens around us, I need to take proper care of Hui-hyeon.

"...."

I used to feel strong resistance when thinking this way, but now I don't feel any resistance at all.

Have I grown attached because of the time I've spent here and the old memories I saw in my mind?

Hmm.

"Ye-a, could you pass me those documents over there?"

As I was pondering, Yeon Ju-yeong's voice broke my train of thought.

I was startled for a moment, but seeing Yeon Ju-yeong pointing at the documents I had finished, I nodded and said:

"Sure, just a moment."

After handing the documents to Yeon Ju-yeong, I thought about how to deal with the Divine Beast.

Later, I can learn dyeing techniques from Yu-na to dye cloth and carry it around to detect the Divine Beast, so at least I won't be caught by surprise.

But that's just the difference between knowing you're being attacked and not knowing—if I don't get stronger than I am now, carrying it around won't make much difference, so getting stronger is important too.

Thinking I should find another opportunity later, I turned my thoughts to Hui-hyeon.

I wonder if the materials to awaken Hui-hyeon's sword have arrived yet?

There's nothing urgent at the moment, but after seeing the past memories, I felt a growing sense of urgency.

Even though he's a descendant of the Divine Palace with some special abilities, Hui-hyeon is still weak.

Whatever my memories might be, Hui-hyeon hasn't recovered his past memories.

"Only I can take care of Hui-hyeon. So I need to work harder."

"Pardon?"

As I was muttering to myself for encouragement, Huye Jin's voice suddenly came from beside me.

Shit, you startled me.

"Huye Jin, did you need something?"

Hiding my surprise, I smiled at Huye Jin, who shook her head and said:

"No, I was just saying it's lunchtime now, so we should take a break, but you seemed lost in thought and didn't hear me."

It seems I was so focused on my thoughts that I didn't hear Huye Jin speaking.

Even good concentration has its downsides.

Concentration-girl Ye-a here.

"Ah, thank you."

After briefly expressing my gratitude, I was about to get up when I noticed Huye Jin still standing there, looking at me.

What's this about? Does she have something else to say?

"Is something wrong? Do you have something else to tell me?"

At my question, Huye Jin hesitated for a moment before speaking.

"No, Ye-a. How are the others doing these days?"

"The others?"

"I mean, your squad members."

Why is she suddenly bringing this up?

"Why do you ask about the others?"

"I was just wondering if everyone is doing alright after experiencing all this."

At Huye Jin's question, I felt my head tilting in confusion.

She must have seen them recently, so why is she suddenly asking about the kids?

After thinking for a moment, I said to Huye Jin:

"Thanks to your concern, everyone is doing well."

Hearing my words, Huye Jin slowly nodded and said:

"So that means Hui-hyeon is doing well too?"

...Hmm. What is this? Why does this irritate me?

She just asked about Hui-hyeon's well-being, but somehow it's annoying.

Still, without showing my irritation, I smiled and said:

"Yes, that's right."

"I see. Thank you for answering."

Having finished her questions, Huye Jin turned around and left with her squad members.

What was that about, really?

Some time later, when the administrative work had stabilized and we had found some breathing room, news finally came that reinforcements were arriving at the village.

Upon hearing the news, Ho-jin said glumly:

"So we're going back to the academy now? Even though we haven't really cleaned things up much."

"Let's be grateful for the academy's consideration. The remaining work will be handled by people more experienced than us," Hui-hyeon said.

This time, Yu Ji-a spoke up:

"So I can go back now too?"

Seeing Yu Ji-a's tactlessly excited expression, I nodded and said:

"Yes, though we who vouched for you will have to take you back."

"Then we can ride in a car? I've never been in a car before!"

"Ji-a. Come here for a moment."

As Yu-na stepped in to calm down the increasingly excited Yu Ji-a, I finally caught sight of the reinforcements coming to help Seoha Village in the distance.

True to my miraculous Exorcist body, I could see the characters on the flag even from here.

Or perhaps it was thanks to the Baek Clan's exceptional eyesight.

As I was looking at the approaching flag...

"Ye-a? Are you okay? Why are you suddenly sweating..."

I knew all too well the writing on the flag visible from afar and that brilliant silver hair.

When our eyes met, the woman's expression widened slightly in surprise for just a moment before returning to its expressionless state.

And finally, as she approached, she came straight to me and said:

"It's been a long time since we've seen each other like this. Little sister. How long has it been?"

"Almost a year..."

"I see, time has flown by already. But you haven't changed at all since then."

Brilliant silver hair, blue eyes, and an appearance like an adult version of Baek Ye-a.

As luck would have it, the person who had come to provide support and take over from now on was "my" half-sister, Baek Ye-na.
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Son of a...

This is really a son of a...

I thought it wouldn't matter whether the exorcist group from Ganyangju or my senior team from Myeongju came, but not anymore.

Of all people, it had to be Baek Ye-na who showed up.

I should have waited for Huye Jin myself and let someone else do my work.

And to tell my sister she "hasn't changed at all" after not seeing her for ages.

That's not something you say to a growing sister.

Some might say I'm reading too much into this, but this is the "Killing the Unkillable" world, and she's Baek Ye-na, a powerful Successor Candidate.

This means she knows exactly how her every word will be perceived by others.

In other words, she's saying:

"You haven't grown at all."

...Well, that's true, but still.

"Everyone, please introduce yourselves. I need to catch up with my sister whom I haven't seen in a while."

At Baek Ye-na's words, I turned to the others and said:

"Go introduce yourselves to the seniors."

I felt a slight cold sweat forming, but I ignored it and said to Baek Ye-na:

"Was your journey difficult, Unnie?"

"It was difficult."

"What... pardon?"

"I said it was difficult. Having to clean up after my inadequate little sister at Guwon Station made my steps especially heavy. But other than that, it was mostly smooth."

Watching her belittle and dismiss me without any change in expression, I thought:

Do I have to endure this crap every time we gather as a "family"?

"And how has my little sister been doing?"

Caught off guard by her sudden question, I barely managed to respond.

"Fine, thanks to your concern..."

"I see. While everyone else is working hard, you've been doing well on your own."

...Son of a...

Meanwhile, I could see the other seniors introducing themselves and exchanging pleasantries.

"Thank you for coming."

"You've worked hard, junior. Leave it to your seniors now."

Hui-hyeon and Jeong Ho-yeon finished their brief conversation.

"Thank you for coming to help in this urgent situation, senior."

"Junior, your hair color is very pretty."

"Thank you, senior. It's something of a clan tradition."

"I love seeing traditions being honored! I think we'll get along well. Would you like to talk more?"

"Yes, senior. But I think it would be better after we complete the handover."

"I like that attitude too. Alright, let's do that."

In Su-min and Jeong Yu-na seemed to be hitting it off.

"Senior, thank you for coming to help."

"You're a Yeon too? Even though it's a common surname, meeting here feels special somehow. Are you from Dongcheon?"

"No, senior. I'm from Aryeong. My father is from Dongcheon."

"That's a shame! From your accent, I was sure you were from my hometown. Still, if your father is from Dongcheon, we might have some connection. Would you like to talk more?"

"Yes, I'd be happy to after we complete the handover."

Yeon Ho-jin and Yeon Su-woo seemed pleased to find a potential connection.

"..."

"..."

Han Su-a and Seo Yun-mi just exchanged greetings and quickly ran out of things to say.

While everyone else was exchanging pleasantries, why was I the only one getting grilled by Baek Ye-na?

Is this what they mean by strangers treating you better than family?

Son of a...

"Baek Ye-a, I feel left out. Do you feel that way too?"

Yu Ji-a, who apparently couldn't find anyone to talk to, came over and whined next to me.

Oh right, she's here too.

But this lizard girl really can't read the room.

I was about to snap at her when Baek Ye-na, noticing Ji-a talking to me, said in a languid tone:

"Ah, so this is the Dragon Blood Clan member who supposedly helped the village?"

At Baek Ye-na's words, Ji-a hid behind me.

I let out a small sigh, nodded, and said:

"Yes, she helped Seoha Village..."

"I wasn't asking you, little sister. I was asking the Dragon Blood Clan member behind you."

Her voice was still smiling but somehow chilling.

But surprisingly, the blade wasn't directed at me.

From Baek Ye-na's perspective, it was aimed at Yu Ji-a, the descendant of heinous criminals.

As conversations around us stopped and attention focused on us, Baek Ye-na pointed at Ji-a behind me and said:

"You, Dragon Blood Clan. You were quietly hiding without greeting earlier, weren't you? Come out and introduce yourself. Speak loudly."

Emphasizing "loudly," Baek Ye-na "commanded" Ji-a.

Ji-a gripped my back more tightly and said:

"Ye-a..."

Seeing Ji-a's desperate look, I reluctantly stepped forward and said:

"Unnie, I'm sorry to say this, but may I introduce Ji-a on her behalf?"

Despite my cautious approach, Baek Ye-na responded with a cold expression:

"Since when did our Baek Clan become spokespersons for the Dragon Blood Clan? Baek Ye-a. Becoming a spokesperson for the Dragon Blood Clan, who should have been exterminated for their crimes. You still have no sense of shame."

Unable to listen anymore, Yu-na stepped forward and said:

"Senior Baek Ye-na, Ji-a has been pardoned. She's no longer the descendant of criminals and shouldn't be despised."

"But she's only not a criminal within Seoha Village, right? We're outside Seoha Village now. That means she deserves to die. Am I wrong?"

"Legally speaking, you're not wrong, but..."

"Consider yourself lucky I'm not executing you on the spot. They say those who defend enemies are enemies themselves. Don't interfere. This is a warning."

"But..."

Before Yu-na could continue, Hui-hyeon stepped forward and said:

"Senior, as you can see, Ji-a is very timid and shy. Having grown up in the Outlands with only her own kind, this tendency is even stronger. Would you please allow me to introduce her just this once?"

Baek Ye-na looked at Hui-hyeon with her blue eyes and said:

"And what's your name?"

"I'm Lee Hui-hyeon."

"Did my warning sound like a joke to you?"

"No, it didn't."

"Then why are you stepping forward to defend Ji-a?"

"I vouched for Ji-a. Therefore, it's my duty to defend her."

After staring at Hui-hyeon for a moment, Baek Ye-na said as if she'd lost interest:

"The squad member is better than the team leader."

As she turned to enter the village, Hui-hyeon asked:

"Senior, will you not hear Ji-a's introduction?"

"I already know it."

Saying she already knew, Baek Ye-na quietly led the way, and her team members followed her in with practiced ease.



"Hui-hyeon, thank you. For helping me. I was so scared."

Sob, sob, sniff.

Ji-a was clinging to Hui-hyeon, tears and snot running down her face.

Fortunately, Baek Ye-na didn't pick on this behavior, but strangely, I felt irritated this time.

But after what had just happened, I decided to leave Ji-a alone and glanced at Baek Ye-na walking beside me.

What just happened was exactly what happened to me in the previous timeline.

Baek Ye-na would build up anger like she just did and then explode over some trivial matter.

For example, Ji-a, "a mere Dragon Blood Clan member," not greeting her and hiding behind someone...

It was actually better when she picked on trivial things to bully me, like she did earlier.

She really has a nasty personality.

Thankfully, Baek Ye-na didn't throw another fit on our way from the community center, where we dropped off our luggage, to the small council meeting.

Really thankfully.


After completing the handover at the small council meeting, Baek Ye-na and I finished our brief but intense reunion.

"Now we're heading back."

Huye Jin looked at the council building with mixed feelings.

Originally, we were supposed to work one more day before the shift change, but surprisingly, thanks to Baek Ye-na's consideration, we got a day off and would return tomorrow.

"Ye-a, since it's our last day, would you like to help around the village with everyone? We haven't really had a chance to help practically since we've been doing paperwork."

Huye Jin suggested we volunteer together, which appealed to me as I wanted to relieve the fatigue from all the paperwork.

"Yes, let's do that."

Surprisingly, I didn't mind. It was as if I had been waiting for someone to suggest it, so I gladly agreed.

But when did we become so friendly?

Well, this was always her personality.

Following the others who were going to help with village work, I thought:

If getting through the first hurdle involved this much trouble, what will happen next?

This world really can't function without me.

If so many things remain unresolved despite having both a vessel and a regressor working so hard, imagine how much worse things must have been when these kids were on their own.

The last day in Seoha Village ended with us helping with village work.
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As I helped with the village tasks, evening arrived before I knew it.

While I was busy helping, I hadn't thought about it, but as evening fell, I realized something.

Today I would have to sleep with Baek Ye-na's team.

I figured this out when I noticed the children preparing more food than needed for our current number.

Even though we had already unpacked our belongings at the community center.

This meant I would have to spend the night with Baek Ye-na, the officially recognized "Baek Ye-a's personal bully" from the Killing the Unkillable gallery.

Damn it...

I suppose the one good thing was that we were returning earlier than scheduled, so there were plenty of leftover ingredients.

"By the way, Ye-a. Can I ask you something?"

Ho-jin approached me while we were preparing dinner.

I was washing vegetables nearby and nodded in response.

"Sure, what is it?"

"This might be a sensitive question, but your sister... is she always like that?"

Ho-jin's question about "family" was carefully phrased, implying much more than was directly stated. I nodded slowly and replied.

"She's actually much better now. She used to be worse than this."

Though it wasn't something I had personally experienced but rather what "Baek Ye-a" had gone through, I knew from what I'd heard that she had endured bullying worthy of a redemption story's introduction. I put on my most gloomy expression as I spoke.

The difference from a typical redemption story was that Baek Ye-na never regretted or apologized for bullying Baek Ye-a, and she would continue to flaunt her authority as a prominent Successor Candidate.

At least, that would have been the case if I hadn't possessed Baek Ye-a or if this wasn't "Baek Ye-a's route"...

"She was really mean! Much nastier than Baek Ye-a!"

While I was lost in thought, Yu Ji-a, who was skillfully preparing meat with a hunter's expertise, suddenly exclaimed.

This girl.

"Are you saying you normally think of me as a mean person?"

When I turned around with a slight smile, Ji-a's hands froze mid-cut.

"Well, that's... I mean..."

"I can be truly nasty when I want to be. Should I show you now?"

At my suggestion, Ji-a shook her head vigorously.

"No, I misspoke. Baek Ye-a is nice. A complete angel."

Ji-a spoke as if reading from a textbook, trembling slightly.

Her words don't sound sincere at all.

But today would be the last day. I should show the virtue of letting things slide.

I placed my hand on Ji-a's shoulder and said, "Let's get along, okay?"

"Yeah..."

While we were reaching this amicable agreement, Yu-na, who had been boiling water outside, peeked in and said:

"Hey guys, could you hurry up a bit? The seniors will be here soon!"

"We're just about done. Wait a moment."

I smiled at Yu-na as I replied.

That evening passed with the returning seniors and children chatting together.

In my case, I was tormented by Baek Ye-na.

Though she seemed to have calmed down compared to earlier, as the intensity was less severe.

Of course, the bullying itself hadn't changed.

And then night fell.

"Damn her..."

I muttered quietly while sitting outside for a while.

The voices from inside gradually died down, as if the other children and seniors had gone to bed early tonight.

I suppose more reinforcements would arrive soon? The people who came today couldn't be all of them.

As I sat outside briefly, someone touched my shoulder from behind.

"Eek!"

I turned around with a jerk and a strange sound, only to find Yu-na standing there.

"Ye-a, it's me, Yu-na. Sorry, did I startle you?"

"Oh, Yu-na. No, I wasn't that startled."

"You seemed pretty startled to me."

Yu-na sat down beside me with a playful smile.

To divert attention from what had just happened, I said to Yu-na:

"So we're really leaving now."

"Yeah. It's been a short time, but so much has happened. Right?"

"Right."

After that, Yu-na occasionally looked at me as if she had something to say, then looked away again.

After watching this pattern repeat, I finally asked:

"Do you have something to say? Is that why you came out here?"

After hesitating briefly at my question, Yu-na seemed to make up her mind and looked at me.

"Um, Ye-a."

"Yes?"

"I know this is a very delicate question, even between us..."

"What is it? Suddenly."

"Do you have any secrets you can't tell anyone, not even me?"

Yu-na's question momentarily froze my brain.

I had far too many secrets that couldn't be revealed in this world.

Secrets that could be life-threatening if even one got out.

Hmm, what's this about? What does she mean by asking this?

"What exactly do you mean by that?"

When I forced a smile and tried to act casual, Yu-na looked serious and said:

"Ye-a, are you possibly..."

"What are you two doing out here? Why aren't you inside sleeping?"

Just as Yu-na was about to ask her question, Hui-hyeon suddenly spoke from behind us.

It was similar to when Yu-na had touched my shoulder earlier, but this time I was genuinely startled.

So startled, in fact, that I instinctively lashed out at Hui-hyeon.

"Huk!"

"Ow!"

Hui-hyeon, who took my elbow directly to his shin, grabbed his leg and fell over.

"Oh! Hui-hyeon!"

"Hui-hyeon, are you okay!?"

"My leg... my leg..."

Hui-hyeon's groans of pain sounded surprisingly realistic, something I couldn't have imagined either in-game or here.

That's not exactly what I meant by "getting back at him"...

"Hui-hyeon, I'm sorry! Are you okay!?"

Anyway, the conversation ended there because of Hui-hyeon, who had suddenly interrupted and gotten his leg hit.

Leaving behind a very unsettling feeling.

The next morning dawned.

After handing over the remaining supplies and food, we said goodbye to Baek Ye-na's team.

"See you at the next family gathering, sister."

I wanted to say "I'd rather not..." but since I couldn't possibly say that, I forced a smile and replied:

"Yes, see you next time, Unnie."

After saying goodbye to me, Baek Ye-na went to Huye Jin to say farewell.

"I'll see you again sometime."

"Yes, of course, Ms. Huye Jin. It was nice meeting you, even if it was brief. Let's meet again."

"Yes, take care."

They seemed to recognize each other as a Successor and a prominent Successor Candidate, exchanging simple greetings.

They didn't appear to be more than acquaintances, just exchanging basic courtesies.

After saying goodbye to the other seniors as well, we boarded the vehicle heading back to Yegak Academy.

After boarding, the vehicle was filled with conversation for a while, but gradually quieted down as the children fell asleep one by one.

Thanks to the talisman Huye Jin had given us to put below our ears to prevent a repeat of the previous disaster, I didn't feel nauseous this time.

However...

"Baek Ye-a! Baek Ye-a! The scenery outside is passing by so fast!"

Yu Ji-a, whom we had to bring along because of the rule that "an Exorcist who vouched for someone must escort them back," seemed like she was riding in a car for the first time. She laughed excitedly every time the scenery changed.

I should have known when she asked for a window seat. This lizard girl must have an Energizer battery inside her or something—she just wouldn't tire of chattering at me from across the aisle.

"Baek Ye-a! Baek Ye-a! Look at that! The clouds are moving!"

Ji-a's characteristically high-pitched laughter was giving me a headache, so I said to her:

"Okay, I get it, please be quiet... My head hurts... Besides, why do you keep talking only to me? Hui-hyeon is here too."

Ji-a looked at me as if stating the obvious:

"Lee Hui-hyeon is sleeping, so of course I have to talk to you. Don't you know that?"

And then she clicked her tongue at me.

Finally losing my patience, I said to Ji-a:

"Ji-a, I know a really fun game. Want to try it?"

"A fun game?"

"Lie down facing forward and I'll show you."

Ji-a lay down with a slightly dubious expression.

I firmly pressed on the nape of her neck.

Press, press.

"It's called the sleeping game..."

After struggling for a while, Ji-a fell asleep as peacefully as a baby in its mother's arms.

Ye-a.

Finally leaving the now-quiet Ji-a alone, I leaned back deeply in my seat.

Even amid all this, the car continued driving toward the rest area.

By the time we reached the rest area, it was evening again.

"I feel like I had a really good sleep," Ji-a said with a smile as she got out of the car.

"But I can't remember anything before that."

As Ji-a looked puzzled, Jeong Yu-na said to her:

"You must have fallen asleep without realizing it. That happens to me sometimes when I'm really tired."

"Does that happen to you too, Jeong Yu-na? Well, I guess I was pretty tired from all the work I did!"

Overhearing their conversation, I headed toward the rest area and said:

"Today, you can choose whatever you want to eat at the rest area. It's on me. You all worked hard."
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I had glossed over it last time, but the rest stops in this world offered far more amenities than those in real-world South Korea.

The consideration behind these facilities was clear—since the frontier provinces of Ganyangju and Myeongju lay just beyond this rest stop, travelers were encouraged to rest comfortably before venturing into those harsh territories.

So despite being called a "rest stop," this place boasted facilities and restaurants that easily surpassed most lodging establishments.

And for Yu Ji-a, who was likely seeing such a place for the first time:

"Wooooow! Meat! Candy! Lee Hui-hyeon! There's so much delicious food!"

She was as excited as a child visiting an amusement park for the first time.

"Ah! Don't run! You're bothering other people!"

Watching Han Su-a chase after Ji-a as she darted around reminded me of a mother trying to control her child running wild in a public place.

Well, that was essentially what was happening.

I briefly wondered if letting her sleep so soundly in the car earlier had given her this excess energy, but then realized she probably would have been like this regardless.

As Yu-na and Ho-jin smiled at Ji-a struggling in Su-a's grip, I overheard some exorcists whispering nearby.

"Wait, is that child...?"

"Is that who I think it is?"

"Why is she here? Given the exorcists with her, is she being transported somewhere?"

"She seems too free for that..."

"..."

Sometimes it was easy to forget, but Ji-a was the descendant of someone guilty of the serious crime of "knowing ahead of time."

I hadn't considered that her presence here might provoke trouble.

Sensing the concerning murmurs around us, I went to Ji-a and said, "Ji-a, you absolutely cannot leave our side from now on. If you do, you won't get any of the food I promised. Understand?"

"I can't even look around?"

"That... you can only do that when the others or I are with you. Got it?"

Hearing my words, Ji-a nodded with determination and said, "I understand. Can I eat this now?"

She showed me a meat skewer she'd somehow acquired from somewhere.

Seriously, when did she even get that?

Assuming she'd taken it without paying, I sighed and said, "Pay for it first, then eat."

For reference, it cost 1,500 hwan.

That evening's dinner was decided by a casual comment I made.

I knew Hui-hyeon liked dumpling soup, but I wasn't sure what the others preferred. Since we'd been eating simple meals until now, I suggested we try something with seasoning, and everyone readily agreed.

That was surprisingly easy. If only decisions in real life could be made this quickly.

"So we're going with seasoned food... but what should we eat?"

"How about seasoned ribs? I ate them here before and they were really delicious," Su-a suggested.

Seasoned ribs. She must mean meat marinated in soy sauce.

"Alright, Su-a votes for seasoned ribs. What about the rest of you?"

"I'm fine with anything."

Hui-hyeon probably genuinely meant he was fine with anything, so I nodded and said, "Good, that's two for seasoned ribs."

Then Ji-a raised her hand enthusiastically and said, "I want meat too! I love meat!"

She'd already eaten so much and still wanted more meat?

I'd already spent over 30,000 hwan on food for her as she wandered around, but I nodded and said, "That makes three for ribs. Yu-na, Ho-jin, do you have other ideas?"

The collaborative philosophy of this world influenced even simple decisions like this.

In principle, if Yu-na and Ho-jin had different opinions, those would need to be properly considered.

Of course, since this was still a world of people, they tactfully went along with the majority.

"Seasoned ribs are fine with me too."

"Same here."

Just like that.

"Great, I'll have seasoned ribs too."

And so our dinner menu was decided: seasoned ribs.

Unlike our previous visit on the way to Seoha Village, the restaurant we entered this time was large and elegant.

As we entered, Yu-na turned to me with concern.

"Ye-a, this place looks expensive. Is it okay? There's a cheaper meat place across the street that Su-a mentioned..."

"Yeah, it feels a bit burdensome to eat somewhere this expensive when you're treating us."

Yu-na and Ho-jin each voiced their concerns, but I smiled at them and said, "It's fine. You all worked hard, so you deserve to eat somewhere nice."

If I mentioned that I was planning to give them extra allowances after we returned, they'd definitely refuse, so it was better not to bring it up.

Originally, I'd planned to take them to a private room for the meal, but I decided against it since they would genuinely feel uncomfortable with that level of extravagance.

"The seat next to Lee Hui-hyeon is mine!"

Ji-a sat down next to Hui-hyeon, who had already taken a seat.

I grabbed Ji-a by the ear and pulled her away.

*Stretch, stretch*

"Owwww! I didn't even do anything this tiiiime!"

Ji-a's eyes welled up with tears, genuinely feeling wronged.

I pointedly took the seat next to Hui-hyeon myself.

"Ye-a?"

Hui-hyeon's confused voice snapped me back to reality.

Wait, why did I just take the seat next to Hui-hyeon?

Seeing the slightly bewildered looks from the others, I scrambled for an excuse and said, "The seat Ji-a took is the head seat. That's my place."

"Head seat? That doesn't look like the head seat at all."

"From now on, the widest seat is the head seat. I just decided."

Despite my attempt to look dignified and haughty, the others gave me strange looks and said:

"You're right, Ye-a. From now on, that's the head seat for our team."

"I have no objections."

"From now on, the seat next to Hui-hyeon is the head seat."

I wanted to say something to the snickering kids, but I realized there was no defense for having unconsciously taken Ji-a's seat.

This is all because of those previous memories.

Damn it.

After this little episode, the meal was delicious—definitely worth the price.

"Lee Hui-hyeon! The meat tastes so strange! I thought salt was all meat needed!"

Ji-a tore into her meat enthusiastically, sounding oddly like a medieval European nobleman tasting spiced food for the first time.

I never thought I'd say this, but seeing her enjoyment made the expense worthwhile.

Hmm.

"Ji-a, have some of mine too."

"Thanks, Jeong Yu-na!"

"Here, eat this before it overcooks."

"Thank you! Lee Hui-hyeon!"

"Please have some of mine too."

"And mine."

"I think this is the happiest day of my life!"

Seeing how happy she was, I thought I should treat her again sometime.

"Ye-a, is it really okay to spend this much money?" Yu-na asked with concern as we left the restaurant after our meal.

"Of course it is. That's what team leaders are for—to spend money on things like this."

Then Su-a spoke up.

"But isn't 150,000 hwan too much? Maybe we should at least contribute something..."

"Yeah, Ye-a. That's a lot of money."

"How about accepting this just this once?" Ho-jin said, holding out an envelope to me.

Had they collected money while I was briefly in the bathroom?

After Su-a, Hui-hyeon, and Ho-jin all insisted, I shook my head and said, "Don't do that. I clearly said I'd treat you all because you worked hard. Breaking that would be like breaking a promise. If you enjoyed the meal, that's enough."

Why would they collect money separately when I'm treating them?

They should just take care of themselves. This is why young professionals are so hopeless.

Night fell.

Perhaps thanks to the warm shower at the rest stop—a luxury we hadn't enjoyed in a while—the kids quickly fell asleep.

"Good night, everyone."

"Good night."

The only difference from last time was that with no vacant rooms, Hui-hyeon had to share a room with us.

Even after the others had fallen asleep, I lay awake with my eyes wide open.

I thought I'd overcome it to some extent, but now that night had fallen and my mind had found some peace, thoughts of Seoha Village came flooding back.

"I wonder if they're all okay..."

Of course, death was commonplace for frontier people, and their mental fortitude was probably stronger than mine, but I couldn't help worrying.

After lying there for who knows how long, I suddenly saw Hui-hyeon stir, get up, and walk outside.

Was he having trouble sleeping too?

Then, after a while, Ji-a, who had seemed sound asleep, also got up and went outside.

What's going on? It's like they had an appointment or something.

"How strange."

I lay back down, but something kept bothering me, so I carefully got up.

Right, Hui-hyeon is the protagonist, and as the heroine, it's my duty to check what he's doing.

Just eavesdropping a little should be fine.

Ye-a.

Ch.88 - 1. Return (6)
"Hwayun, do you know something?

I don't know anything.

Even when I seem to know something, I'm just pretending. At my core, I'm just a child who knows nothing.

Sometimes I think to myself:

If someone else had this power instead of me, wouldn't everything have been better by now?

I failed to accomplish what I should have accomplished, failed to save those I should have saved.

I couldn't achieve enlightenment or destroy evil.

I am nothing."

<>

The rest area was still lit up at night, but it felt somewhat deserted.

Perhaps the quiet was natural, as everyone was sound asleep thinking about tomorrow's journey.

Lee Hui-hyeon sat down on a bench after walking outside for a while.

As he sat there, someone quietly approached and sat beside him.

It was none other than Yu Ji-a.

"Yu Ji-a? Why aren't you sleeping? What are you doing here?"

To Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Yu Ji-a replied with bright eyes.

"I slept so deeply in the car earlier that I'm not sleepy at all, Hui-hyeon."

It was closer to passing out than sleeping deeply, but Yu Ji-a, unaware of this, had simply followed Lee Hui-hyeon outside because she felt refreshed and couldn't fall asleep.

"What about you? Did you come out because you couldn't sleep?"

At Yu Ji-a's question, Lee Hui-hyeon nodded and said, "No, I did sleep. But I had a bad dream."

"A bad dream?"

"Yeah, something like that."

The two sat quietly for a while after that.

Yu Ji-a was the first to break the silence.

"By the way, Hui-hyeon. Is what you said before true?"

"What did I say?"

"That you're a descendant of the Divine Palace."

At Yu Ji-a's question, Lee Hui-hyeon slowly nodded and said, "It's true."

Hearing this confirmation, Yu Ji-a stared ahead for a moment before speaking.

"Hui-hyeon, in our Dragon Blood Clan, there's a legend that's been passed down through generations."

A legend passed down through generations.

Lee Hui-hyeon already knew about legends passed down among the bloodline clans.

Any group that still maintained their bloodline identity would secretly preserve such legends, and they were usually similar.

But Lee Hui-hyeon pretended not to know and asked, "What's the legend?"

"The legend says that our Dragon Blood Clan was created from ancient times to follow someone. It's too old to know the details! When you say you're a descendant of the Divine Palace, this story suddenly comes to mind, you know?"

Hearing Yu Ji-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon remained silent.

Created to follow someone.

It wasn't exactly a pleasant thing to say, though Yu Ji-a herself seemed unaware of this.

Then, as if suddenly remembering something, Yu Ji-a asked Lee Hui-hyeon, "So, Hui-hyeon. Was that special power you showed in the forest possible because you're a descendant of the Divine Palace?"

Special power in the forest.

At Yu Ji-a's question, Lee Hui-hyeon turned to look at her.

"Were you close by then?"

"Actually, I went closer to see if I could help. You're my benefactor after all! But it clearly wasn't a fight I could interfere with!"

At Yu Ji-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon let out a small sigh.

Right, the Dragon Blood Clan was known for being childlike, curious, and never forgetting debts of gratitude or grudges.

So it wasn't strange that she had come close out of curiosity and a desire to help, even after being warned.

In that situation, even a stronger warning probably wouldn't have helped.

"You did well not to interfere. If you had, it could have been really dangerous."

Instead of scolding her for coming close, Lee Hui-hyeon praised her for not interfering.

Yu Ji-a then asked, "For me, not for you?"

"...That's right."

"I thought so!"

Yu Ji-a nodded with a smile, then moved closer to Lee Hui-hyeon and asked in a small voice.

"By the way, Hui-hyeon, are you really not someone who knows ahead of time?"

"Why do you think that?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Yu Ji-a moved slightly away and said.

"You always seem to see through every situation completely and act accordingly. Even this time. I don't think even Sodori, who was recently our clan's foreseer, could have done that. That's why I'm asking."

"I'm not someone who knows ahead of time. I just... experienced it before."

"Experienced it before?"

Was it the nighttime atmosphere? Or was it because he had already shared some secrets with Yu Ji-a?

Lee Hui-hyeon shared something he wouldn't normally tell anyone.

"Anyway, that's how it is. Let's go back inside now. It's getting late."

"Since we're already out, can't we get something to eat before going back?"

"Hey, you two!"

Hearing a familiar voice from behind, Lee Hui-hyeon turned around.

"Ye-a? Why aren't you sleeping? What are you doing here?"

"That's what I want to ask. What are you two doing out here instead of sleeping?"

To Baek Ye-a, who seemed quite displeased, Lee Hui-hyeon carefully said, "We were just talking."

"That's right, we were just talking!"

Lee Hui-hyeon avoiding eye contact and Yu Ji-a laughing awkwardly made for a suspicious combination, but Baek Ye-a just sighed and said, "We're leaving right after breakfast tomorrow, so we need to sleep early. Let's go back inside. Come on."

"But Ye-a, since we're already out, can't we have just one more meat skewer?"

"No, I'm not buying. Let's go."

Baek Ye-a pushed the two of them from behind.

While recalling how intimately the two had been talking earlier.

<>

Back in the room, I lay down on the bed and thought.

I had gone out to find the two of them, but all I saw was Yu Ji-a clinging close to Lee Hui-hyeon.

I couldn't even hear their conversation properly.

What's more confusing is my own reaction.

Why did I have to interrupt them?

There was no need for that.

It's almost as if...

"No, I'm not jealous. I was just angry as the team leader because they weren't sleeping and were wandering around. Yes, that's it."

It's good that I've recovered my old memories, but they're making me react unexpectedly in situations like this.

I shook my head and buried it deep in the blanket.

Come to think of it, I didn't even get to eavesdrop on their conversation.

And then morning came.

We decided to have a simple home-style breakfast and headed to a nearby restaurant, where we coincidentally ran into Huye Jin's team, who had separated from us to spend time on their own.

What a nice face to see first thing in the morning.

"Good morning, Miss Ye-a. Did you sleep well last night?"

"Good morning, Huye Jin. Yes, I slept well, thanks for your concern. Are you here for breakfast too?"

"Yes, since we have a long drive ahead, I thought it would be best to have a simple breakfast."

"I see. Well, excuse me then."

I bowed to Huye Jin and was about to sit down when she spoke to me.

"Oh, Miss Ye-a. Why don't we sit together this time? Let's have breakfast together as fellow students."

Ah.

I really don't want to.

But Huye Jin is too important a figure to avoid.

I forced a smile and said to Huye Jin, "Shall we do that then?"

So we ended up having breakfast with Huye Jin's team.

But there was something strange.

"What kind of food do you like best, Mr. Hui-hyeon?"

"Me? I like water dumpling soup."

"Is that so? I know a place that makes excellent water dumpling soup. Would you like to go there together sometime?"

What was strange was how she kept talking to Hui-hyeon while sitting across from him.

Even though Hui-hyeon showed little reaction, Huye Jin persistently engaged him in conversation.

What about this, what about that.

What did he think about the current state of affairs in the Human World, and so on.

She looked quite awkward talking about topics she knew, but somehow it bothered me.

Was this why she suggested eating together?

As I glanced to the side while eating, I noticed that Yu Ji-a also seemed displeased with Huye Jin talking to Hui-hyeon, as she was staring at Huye Jin.

Though she didn't dare glare too intensely, probably out of fear.

And so, like last night's incident, the uncomfortable breakfast came to an end.

Hmm.

After breakfast and a quick wash-up, we got into the car.

Now the car would drive straight to Yegak Academy without stopping.

"Ye-a, did you put that talisman behind your ear?"

At Yuna's reminder, I realized I hadn't put the talisman behind my ear.

"Ah, thanks. I'll put it on now."

I can't throw up again like last time.

I still feel bad about what I did to Hui-hyeon then.

I glanced over at Hui-hyeon, but he didn't seem to be bothered by what happened.

Thankfully.

After everyone got in and the headcount was confirmed, the vehicle slowly began its journey toward Yegak Academy.

Ch.89 - 1. Return (7)
The vehicle on the way back was filled with children's chatter that lasted much longer than before, perhaps because they were well-rested.

Surprisingly, Yu Ji-a had fallen into a deep sleep this time, as if she hadn't slept well the night before. It was fortunate that she wasn't looking out the window and trying to talk to me.

Otherwise, I would have had to play the "sleeping game" again.

Thanks to the talisman attached below my ear, I wasn't getting carsick anymore and was staring blankly out the window.

As we got closer to Yegak Academy where the Divine Sandalwood Tree was located, I couldn't see the marigold fields like last time, but somehow my feelings were similar to when I had spotted those marigold fields on the way to Seoha Village.

The sense that danger was approaching.

I sighed softly and shifted my gaze to Hui-hyeon, who had his eyes closed.

Right, as long as I raise Hui-hyeon well, nothing will be a problem no matter what crisis comes.

And if I develop well like in my previous life, it would certainly be more reassuring than having various heroines hanging around me.

After all, I "killed it" before, whatever it was.

...Though I'm not sure if that dead being I saw in my past memories was actually the Unkillable.

More importantly, I'll have so much to do once we get back.

Things might seem relaxed now, but there would be a ton of work waiting at Yegak Academy.

First, although I'd already submitted a brief report, I would need to provide a detailed report as Team Leader when we returned, and if necessary, appear before the council to report again. I also needed to be involved in the amnesty case for Yu Ji-a and her clan. There was truly a lot to do.

Later, taking Yu Ji-a back to her hometown would also be the responsibility of Hui-hyeon and me, who had vouched for her.

Still, it was less compared to what I'd have to do later...

Even though Hui-hyeon was the deputy leader, I couldn't drag him into these matters, which meant I'd have to handle everything alone.

I wonder if this will make it obvious too quickly that I'm more capable than the "real Baek Ye-a"?

Well, judging from Baek Ye-na's reaction in Seoha Village, she doesn't seem particularly suspicious. After all, a Successor Candidate should be able to handle these kinds of tasks easily.

After organizing my thoughts somewhat, I looked out the window and noticed my hair, which had grown down to below my shoulders.

It really grows incredibly fast.

I thought about cutting it when we got back, but after looking at Hui-hyeon, I decided to leave it at this length.

It's becoming too bothersome to cut it regularly anyway.

The vehicle finally stopped inside Yegak Academy.

"Everyone, we've arrived! Wake up."

Having stayed awake the entire journey, I woke the others.

From the opposite side, I could hear Huye Jin waking her team members as well, which meant she must have stayed awake like me.

"Looks like we've arrived," Hui-hyeon said, rubbing his eyes.

"I don't know if it's just me, but even though it doesn't feel like much time has passed, it feels like it's been ages since we were at the academy."

"It's not just you. Everyone probably feels the same way."

"Is this Yegak Academy? This is my first time here!" Yu Ji-a exclaimed, rubbing her eyes and looking around.

"I'll give you a tour of the academy later when I have time."

"Thanks, Yeon Ho-jin!"

Yu Ji-a excitedly got out of the car after Ho-jin's offer.

"Miss Ye-a, shall we go make our report first?" Huye Jin asked me after getting out of the car.

There was no reason to refuse, so I nodded and said, "Yes, let's do that. Hui-hyeon, come here for a moment."

I called Hui-hyeon, who was chatting with the other children.

"Yes, Ye-a?"

"Add this money and give it to the driver, then send the other children home first since they must be tired."

"Got it. Is there anything else I can help with?"

"For now, helping means going home and getting some rest. I'll call you later if I need to verify information or anything. Let the others know too, okay?"

"Understood."

After finishing my conversation with Hui-hyeon, I turned toward Huye Jin and saw her giving similar instructions to Yeon Ju-yeong.

"Ye-a, what should we do about Yu Ji-a?" Hui-hyeon suddenly asked me about handling Yu Ji-a.

"What do you mean?"

"She needs a place to stay. I'm in the dormitory, so I can't accommodate her."

Oh, that's right. Where should Yu Ji-a stay?

Then I realized this wasn't even something I needed to think about.

The only ones who vouched for her were Hui-hyeon and me, and among us, the one who had a house was...

Hmm.

"I'll let her stay at my place for now."

"Are you sure? We could find her an inn or something."

"And leave that troublemaker alone to cause who knows what kind of incident?"

"...You have a point. That sounds like the best option."

"Yu Ji-a!" Having reached a conclusion, I called out to her.

"Yes!"

"You'll be staying at my house until you go back."

I was ready to pull her ear if she objected even slightly, but surprisingly, Yu Ji-a nodded obediently and said, "Okay! Baek Ye-a! Please take care of me!"

"You're not going to say you want to stay at Hui-hyeon's place?" I asked, finding her easy acceptance strange.

"Huh? I'm a girl! Lee Hui-hyeon is a boy! So of course I should stay at Baek Ye-a's house. Don't you know that?"

I was slightly surprised by Yu Ji-a's unexpectedly proper sense of propriety.

...That's true. Come to think of it, Yu Ji-a is a 17-year-old girl.

I keep forgetting that.

"Miss Ye-a, have you finished your conversation?" Huye Jin asked me, probably because our chat was taking too long.

"No, we were just wrapping up. Yu Ji-a, follow me. You need to wait quietly outside. Understood?"

"Got it, Baek Ye-a. See you later, Lee Hui-hyeon!"

And with that, we headed into the academy.

The report took place in Class 1, my classroom.

"...That concludes our report on the incident at Seoha Village."

Huye Jin took the lead in giving the report while I assisted.

She was incredibly thorough, covering even details that would be easy to miss.

It really showed why she was the Huye Clan's successor.

Ji Seon-hwa, who received our report, nodded slowly and said, "I see. It's truly fortunate that it ended without anyone getting hurt. I'm relieved that none of you students were injured. Is that all you have to report?"

"That's everything we have to report for now."

"Yes, our team has nothing further to report either."

In truth, I had many more things to report, but for now, I limited it to reporting on the reanimated corpse incident in Seoha Village.

There was no way I could talk about the other things.

Ji Seon-hwa nodded in understanding and said, "Alright, good work. Go and get some rest. Just know that you might be called upon later regarding this matter. Understood?"

"Yes, Teacher."

"Understood."

After finishing the report and leaving the classroom, Huye Jin said to me, "Good work, Miss Ye-a."

"You too, Huye Jin."

"What are you planning to do first when you get back?"

What will I do first when I get back?

"When I get back, I think I'll just sleep through the winter. I'll probably have even more to do when I wake up, but right now, I just want to get a good night's sleep in my bed."

"That sounds like an excellent idea."

Huye Jin smiled at my answer.

"What about you, Huye Jin? What are you planning to do when you get back?"

I wasn't particularly curious, but asked out of courtesy. Huye Jin smiled and said, "Me? I'll probably organize the reports first when I get back."

"I see."

Despite my soulless response, Huye Jin gave me another smile.

When we went outside, I saw Yu Ji-a sitting quietly, waiting for us.

"Well, I'll be going now, Huye Jin. I need to leave."

"Yes, take care, Miss Ye-a."

After bowing to each other and sending Huye Jin off first, I called Yu Ji-a.

"Yu Ji-a."

"Oh, Baek Ye-a! Did everything go well?"

"No, it's just beginning."

"Just beginning?"

"I have some things to do. Anyway, let's go home."

"Baek Ye-a, what's for dinner tonight?"

"Dinner? Hmm, what should we eat?"

"Baek Ye-a, when you don't know what to eat, you should eat meat!"

"Meat again? Aren't we eating it too often?"

"The elders say the more meat, the better!"

"...I'm afraid of meeting them later."

Chatting about various things with Yu Ji-a, we headed home.

Strangely, I seem to be getting too closely entangled with Yu Ji-a.

<>

"...So you're saying they handled the situation smoothly thanks to the talismans my sister distributed?"

"Yes, that's correct. Without these talismans, recovering the bodies would have taken much longer."

"I understand. You may go now."

Baek Ye-na had placed a talisman on her desk.

It was an Incineration Talisman that Baek Ye-a had distributed to people.

"I wondered how they managed to complete the cleanup so quickly. So this was why."

It wasn't something one would normally carry around during field training.

Unless they were exceptionally well-prepared.

But the Baek Ye-a that Baek Ye-na knew was by no means a sister who could be described as well-prepared, even as a polite fiction.

"Was my sister always this thorough in her preparations...?"

A small but troubling sign.

Baek Ye-na stared at the talisman, lost in thought.

Ch.90 - 1. Foreign Land (1)
After returning home, the first thing I did was let Yu Ji-a inside and check the barrier.

"No signs of intrusion."

I was worried someone might have broken in while we were at Seoha Village, but fortunately, there were no such traces.

"Baek Ye-a, what are you doing there?"

While I was checking the barrier, Yu Ji-a couldn't contain her curiosity and peeked outside to ask.

She's always so curious about everything.

"Nothing, just nothing."

I removed my hand from the structure and led Yu Ji-a back inside.

As everyone knows, my refrigerator only contains frozen food.

Seeing the well-packaged foods, Yu Ji-a's eyes sparkled with curiosity as she asked, "Baek Ye-a, what's this?"

"These are frozen foods."

"Frozen foods?"

"When you open the package, there's meat inside."

"Meat!? Amazing!"

Her reaction was so exaggerated it felt like something from a Japanese cartoon: "Ah, this is what they call frozen food. Open it and meat comes out." She seemed genuinely impressed.

I suppose it makes sense. There probably weren't any frozen foods like this in Yu Ji-a's homeland, and at Seoha Village, they gathered ingredients and cooked meals from scratch, so this would be new to her.

"But Yu Ji-a, aren't you surprised by the refrigerator? This must be your first time seeing one."

"I saw them while stealing food from houses on my way to Seoha Village, so I'm not surprised!"

"What did you say?"

She stole food on her way to Seoha Village.

After hearing her words, I suddenly noticed her clothing.

"Don't tell me you stole those clothes too?"

Looking at Yu Ji-a's outfit, which strangely resembled modern Human World clothing, I asked, and she nodded.

"Yes! I'd stand out if I walked around in my Bloodline Clan clothes, so I stole these."

"..."

At least she had enough intelligence to think that far.

I decided to pretend I hadn't heard about her theft.

"Just so you know, don't go around telling people that. Got it?"

"I don't tell just anyone. I know that much!"

Well, she's certainly shameless.

After dinner, Yu Ji-a and I were arguing like children fighting over who gets to sleep on the top bunk.

"Can't I sleep on the bed? I'm the guest!"

"What kind of guest are you? And it's still evening! Will you get off my bed already?"

"No! I'm sleeping on the bed!"

I initially planned to be generous, but seeing how naturally Yu Ji-a made herself comfortable on my bed right after dinner, as if it were her own room, my generosity vanished.

If she'd just stayed quiet, I might have shared half.

"Anyway, I'm not getting off! If you make me, I'll mess up all the bedding!"

"Do I need to pull your ears to get you down!?"

"Owww! My ear! My ear hurts so much!"

Even as I argued with Yu Ji-a, I felt increasingly pathetic about the situation.

As I was pulling her ear while she stubbornly resisted, someone rang the doorbell.

When I turned toward the door at the sound, Yu Ji-a, who moments ago had been wincing from her ear being pulled, looked at me with a face full of curiosity.

"Who is it? Is it Lee Hui-hyeon? Baek Ye-a, are you secretly meeting Lee Hui-hyeon at night?"

I sighed softly at her and said, "No, I'm not. Wait here. When I come back, you need to get down. Otherwise, no meat tomorrow. Understand?"

"Hmph!"

"Hmph?"

"I said okay."

I stared at Yu Ji-a for a moment before walking to the entrance to see who had arrived.

Who could it be at this hour?

"Yes, who is it?"

When I went to the front gate and asked, a familiar voice answered from the other side.

"Ye-a, it's me. Yu-na."

"Oh? Yu-na? Just a moment!"

When I opened the gate, Jeong Yu-na was standing there with a slightly embarrassed expression, holding a paper bag.

"Sorry, is it too late for me to come by?"

"Not at all, it's only 8 o'clock. Come in."

Yu-na had brought snacks.

"I figured you'd have finished dinner by now, so I bought these on the way. Didn't want to come empty-handed."

"You didn't have to, but thanks, Yu-na."

"Let's eat quickly!"

As soon as Yu-na put down the paper bag, Yu Ji-a snatched it and began inhaling the contents.

No, this isn't the time to just stand here.

"Hey! You can't eat everything by yourself!"

I grabbed the paper bag before Yu Ji-a could devour everything.

Yu Ji-a reached for the bag and said, "I'm not done eating yet! Give it back!"

"Do you think Yu-na bought these just for you?! You've already eaten half. That's enough!"

While Yu Ji-a and I were squabbling, Yu-na covered her mouth and laughed, pulling out another paper bag from her pocket.

"Hehe, I thought this might happen, so I bought an extra one. I remembered how she ate all the candy last time. Let her have that one, and we'll share this one."

"Hooray!"

Yu Ji-a eagerly grabbed the paper bag from me and disappeared into another room.

She really is like some lizard from who-knows-where.

"Yu-na, if you're too nice to her, she'll develop bad habits. You need to be strict when necessary."

"Don't be so hard on her. You'll be parting ways eventually, right? So be nice to her while she's here."

Yu-na is always so kind.

"Wait here a moment. I'll make some tea."

I left Yu-na waiting while I headed to the kitchen.

After finishing the tea and snacks, Yu-na smiled and said, "The snacks were good, but the tea was really delicious. Did you learn how to make tea somewhere?"

How to make tea.

I couldn't possibly say I'd seen it in my memories, so I awkwardly smiled and said, "I just brewed it. I didn't really learn it anywhere."

As I laughed nervously, Yu-na stared at me intently.

"Yu-na, what's wrong? Do you have something to say?"

"Something to say...?"

Yu-na continued to stare at me.

Could she be planning to ask what she asked last time?

"Like what, for example?"

Drawn in by Yu-na's strangely compelling question, I found myself saying, "Like continuing what you were asking last time..."

Ah, that's not what I meant to say.

I've just kicked away my own chance to avoid answering.

While I was preparing a response for any possible question, Yu-na shook her head and said, "No, I've been thinking about that..."

"Thinking about it?"

"I think it's better not to ask yet."

"Not yet?"

"It would be difficult for you to answer right now. So I decided to wait a little longer. You'll tell me when the time is right, won't you?"

"I will..."

"Then that's settled for now. I don't want to put my friend in a difficult position."

"Yu-na."

"But I didn't just come here to hang out. I have a reason for coming."

Feeling somewhat relieved that Yu-na hadn't come to interrogate me, but curious about her other reason, I asked, "What other reason?"

"I've been thinking about it, and you were in danger because you had no way to detect threats in advance, right? Even Hui-hyeon only realized because of my hair dye. So I've decided to teach our Cheonghwa Clan's dyeing technique to you first, and then to the other students."

Yu-na's offer was very welcome.

I had actually been thinking about asking her about the dyeing technique.

But what concerned me was Yu-na's expression as she offered to teach the technique.

She had the distinctive look of someone about to reveal their most preciously guarded secret.

Seeing her expression, I immediately sensed something.

The Cheonghwa Clan's dyeing technique wasn't meant to be shared with outsiders.

"Yu-na, that's not something you're supposed to share with others, is it?"

"Huh? How did you know?"

Yu-na asked, slightly surprised.

Does she not realize what expression she's making?

"Your face looks serious."

Hearing my words, Yu-na touched her face and said, "I was trying not to show it, but I guess it was obvious."

"When someone who's always smiling makes that kind of face, it's pretty noticeable. Yu-na, if you're uncomfortable with it, that's okay. We could dye some fabric in advance and carry it around..."

"But then you might not be able to use it when you really need it. I've thought about this carefully and made my decision. Normally, sharing this with outsiders is taboo, but I'm doing it to help people."

"But that means breaking tradition."

"I believe traditions exist to protect people from threats. In fact, to be honest, a tradition whose purpose I didn't even understand ended up saving you, right?"

"Doesn't that make it even more important not to share?"

"Not necessarily. Among the traditional teachings passed down in the Jeong family of the Cheonghwa Clan, there's this: 'Always do your best to help others. When you help others, it will eventually come back to you.' So I believe our ancestral spirits will understand. They're the ones who gave us these teachings and followed them themselves."

Yu-na smiled brightly at me as she spoke.
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After Yuna left, I made a bracelet woven with blue-dyed strings using the dyeing method she taught me.

When I dyed the strings according to the Cheonghwa Clan's method that Yuna taught me, they turned blue instantly just from being dipped.

Hmm, Yuna already told me, but the dyeing speed really is fast. She warned me not to accidentally dip my hands in it since the color doesn't wash out easily.

Yuna had offered to teach the dyeing method to the other children too, but while I was weaving more bracelets to share with them, Yu Ji-a, who had been sleeping on a blanket under the bed, suddenly woke up, rubbed her eyes, and spoke to me.

"Baek Ye-a, what are you doing so late at night?"

She looked like a child who had just woken up asking "Mom, what are you doing?" I smiled and replied.

"I'm weaving bracelets."

"Then why make so many? Wouldn't one be enough?"

"Since I'm making them anyway, I thought it would be nice to share with the others. I made one for you too."

I set aside the bracelet I had just finished and picked up new strings as I spoke to Ji-a.

At the mention of having one for her, Ji-a's eyes lit up.

"For me too? Where? Where?"

She kept looking around restlessly while I was trying to weave.

"It's on the desk! Stop bobbing your head around, you're distracting me."

I handed one of the bracelets to Ji-a, and she finally stopped looking around.

Seriously.

"But Baek Ye-a, what's this blue stuff?"

While momentarily distracted by the bracelet, Ji-a dipped her finger into the dye on the desk.

Oh.

After pulling her finger out, she wiped it on her clothes, then looked at her blue-stained finger with confusion. She wiped it on her clothes a few more times before finally realizing her finger was dyed, and trembled as she said:

"Baek Ye-a. Something's wrong with my finger. It's blue."

"Ah."

She really is a walking disaster.



Time flew by breathlessly after that.

Between finding materials to strengthen Hui-hyeon's sword, distributing bracelets to the children, getting entangled with Yuna trying to set me up with Hui-hyeon, going back and forth to the Human World Council for Yu Ji-a and the Dragon Blood Clan's amnesty, being called here and there for Seoha Village matters, and handling my Team Leader duties—I was swamped.

On top of that, I had to look after Ji-a occasionally, which added to my already heavy workload.

If this were a serialized novel, it would take about nine episodes to cover how much I struggled.

Fortunately, Hui-hyeon and the children eagerly helped with whatever they could, treating my tasks as their own.

Like looking after Ji-a.

They also helped with various small tasks when I was really busy.

Like looking after Ji-a.

They even found ways to help that I hadn't thought of.

Like looking after Ji-a.

...Strangely, when I think back, the time spent with Ji-a stands out most vividly in my memory.

Living with Ji-a made me realize anew that raising a child is incredibly difficult.

It really makes me afraid of marriage.

And so, the day to part with Ji-a—whom I'd grown to care for despite everything—was approaching.



At the Yegak Academy courtyard, the children had gathered in front of the chartered vehicle that would take Ji-a back.

"Oh! Everyone!"

Ji-a ran toward the children with a smile when she spotted them.

"Hi everyone, you came early?"

I greeted them casually, and Ho-jin smiled and replied.

"Yeah, since we're here to see Ji-a off."

Unlike her initial wariness of Ji-a, Ho-jin now seemed genuinely sad about the parting, showing how attached she'd become.

"It's sad to say goodbye like this."

"Yeah, Yeon Ho-jin. We were just starting to get close. Thanks for showing me around Yegak Academy."

"Don't mention it. Next time you visit, I'll show you even more interesting places."

"It's really unfortunate to part like this. Here, I packed some food for your journey. Rice balls. I made some for Hui-hyeon and Ye-a too."

As Su-a handed over a paper bag, Ji-a took it and said:

"Ah! Thank you! I'll enjoy them!"

"Wait! I didn't give them to you to eat right now! They're for the journey! You need to save some for the others!"

Su-a cried out, trying to stop Ji-a who was about to devour all the rice balls on the spot, including mine and Hui-hyeon's portions.

A familiar but still unbelievable sight.

She just ate. How is she not full?

I'm sure I fed her enough, but anyone watching would think I was starving her.

Su-a, having barely rescued the bag of rice balls, handed it to me and said:

"Haa, haa. Please take care of this, Ye-a."

"Okay..."

"Ji-a, it's been really fun. Let's play together again when you come back?"

"Yes! Jeong Yu-na! Let's play again when I come back! I'll miss you all!"

Thinking we'd said all our goodbyes and it was time to leave, I said to the children:

"Well, we should get going now."

"We'll be back soon, everyone."

"Goodbye, everyone!"

And so, the three of us—Hui-hyeon, Ji-a, and I—set off toward "The Outlands" where Ji-a lived.



The Outlands, simply put, refers to remote areas beyond the administrative reach of the Council.

It might seem strange that there are lands beyond the reach of the Human World Council, which spares no effort to mobilize all of humanity's resources for the cause of "Annihilate Demons and Save the World," but there's a reason for this.

The Outlands are lands where demonic energy has "not yet" manifested, partially overlapping with the Divine Sandalwood Tree's barrier—the outer lands.

The reason people can somehow manage to live in the Outlands, despite being on the edge of the barrier, is because of Myeongju.

Myeongju serves as the frontline, drawing the attention of demons and preventing monsters and spirits from spreading to other areas.

This means that no matter how much the Outlands are developed, they would instantly fall to demonic forces if Myeongju were breached.

It's not for nothing that the Human World pours money and manpower into defending Myeongju. It helps reduce the pressure on the barrier.

Well, eventually the barrier will collapse anyway.

Therefore, the consensus among the higher-ups in the "Killing the Unkillable" world was that it's better to focus on Myeongju rather than developing these areas, making them essentially abandoned lands.

That's also why fugitives like the Dragon Blood Clan can survive there.

Going to the Outlands, though—this never happened in previous cycles.

Suddenly curious, I asked Ji-a:

"Ji-a, what do you call your homeland?"

I thought there must be a local name for the place that people from the Human World simply call "The Outlands." Ji-a, who had been looking out the window, turned to me and said:

"My homeland? We call it Sodo! There's a rock that maintains a barrier invisible to others, and our clan lives gathered around it!"

Sodo.

Though likely a coincidence, it's a really fitting name.

Ji-a, excited to talk about her homeland, continued:

"It's always foggy, but it's a really nice place! I think Baek Ye-a and Lee Hui-hyeon will like it too. But Baek Ye-a needs to be careful! Because you're from the Baek Clan."

Be careful, huh.

I didn't feel any need to be cautious, but I nodded to Ji-a anyway.



"We have to walk from here."

Ji-a had the vehicle stop at a certain point.

We had arrived at some mountain in Ikseonju.

Since we were in a fairly remote southern province of the Human World, I paid the driver to come back later and asked Ji-a with slight surprise:

"You walked all the way from here? Northward?"

"Yes, the journey was quite long, but I kept going by thinking about the other children."

Ji-a answered spiritedly, and Hui-hyeon asked:

"So how do we proceed from here?"

"From here, you need to follow me closely. There are barriers all around, and you could get lost if you're not careful."



Despite the thick fog, Ji-a moved quickly as if she could see the path clearly.

Given our strong Exorcist physiques, we didn't need to stop, but her pace was fast enough to make us slightly short of breath.

After walking for quite some time, a voice suddenly called out from beyond the fog:

"Stop right there! Move and you might lose your life in the traps! Identify yourself!"

...The voice sounded too young for an interrogator, but Ji-a responded seriously:

"I am Yu Ji-a, descendant of Lord Sodori and daughter of Seobeol! Is that you, Yu Yu-dori?"

What kind of name is Yu Yu-dori?

As if by magic, the fog cleared, and a young girl peeked out from behind a stone wall.

"Sister Ji-a?"

"Yes! It's me, Ji-a!"

"Sister!"

A young Dragon Blood Clan girl who looked quite young ran toward Ji-a.
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Yu Yu-dori, who had been running towards us, stopped when she saw me and Hui-hyeon standing next to Yu Ji-a.

"Intruders!"

As she quickly pulled out a sickle from her waist, Yu Ji-a waved her hands and said, "No! These two people are my benefactors who helped me!"

"Benefactors! Then good people!"

She put the sickle back on her waist and ran to hug Yu Ji-a.

What on earth?

It all happened so quickly that it felt like watching a scene from a sitcom.

When I turned to look at Hui-hyeon, he also had a dumbfounded expression on his face.

"Yu Yu-dori, say hello. This is Lee Hui-hyeon, and this is Baek Ye-a."

"Baek? Could it be that Baek clan? But her eye color is different from what I've heard."

"Yes, she is from that Baek clan."

"Enemy! All Baeks must die!"

As Yu Yu-dori pulled out her sickle after breaking away from Yu Ji-a's embrace, Yu Ji-a admonished her.

"No. I told you they're my benefactors."

"But her hair color is like a grandma's. She's young but already has silver hair. She must have a bad heart to become a grandma so early."

"...What did you say?"

"Yu Yu-dori, a person's appearance has nothing to do with their character. You shouldn't say things like that."

"The useless ones are the Baeks. Blehhh!"

Yu Yu-dori stuck out her tongue.

I barely managed to maintain my composure while imagining pulling that tongue, and said, "It seems I've earned someone's hatred at first sight."

"I'm sorry, Baek Ye-a. Yu Yu-dori is still young."

"It's okay. Children can be like that."

It wasn't actually okay, but since I couldn't freely vent my frustration at a child, I forced a smile as I spoke.

Yu Ji-a was an adult, so that was different.

Hui-hyeon, who had been silently watching this scene, muttered, "It doesn't seem okay..."

"What did you say?"

"Nothing, nothing at all."

I was briefly tempted to take out my frustration on Hui-hyeon instead, but I resisted.

"Hui-hyeon, your mouth is always the problem."

Instead, I just pinched him.

Pinch, pinch.

"Aaack!! Ow! I'm sorry, Ye-a!"

"Be careful with your words next time."

As I removed my hand from Hui-hyeon's arm, feeling relieved, Yu Yu-dori muttered, "Mean old hag. Pinching people like that."

"Did you just call me an old hag?"

"Yu Yu-dori. You need to speak nicely. They're benefactors, remember?"

"Her hair is silver like an old lady's, but her heart is completely black. Her pretty face must be fake too. She's totally a demon hag."

"Come here, you."

"Baek Ye-a! She's still a child!"

"Right, just calm down a bit."

After this confusing situation, we headed toward the Dragon Blood Clan village.

"Yu Yu-dori, why were you alone out here?" Yu Ji-a asked as we were on our way to the Dragon Blood Clan village.

"I just came out to play and was there!"

I had secretly hoped for a touching statement like "I was waiting for my sister every day," so her casual response was somewhat disappointing.

Well, the Dragon Blood Clan already had childish personalities, so I couldn't expect emotional sensitivity from Yu Yu-dori, who was actually a child.

Hmm.

"By the way, sister. Did you do it? Can we get amnesty now?"

"Do you know what amnesty means?"

When Yu Ji-a asked, Yu Yu-dori shook her head and said, "No!"

"Amnesty is... um..."

"Amnesty means being pardoned for crimes and exempted from punishment," Hui-hyeon answered on Yu Ji-a's behalf.

Yu Yu-dori's eyes sparkled as she said, "Oppa is smart!"

She calls Hui-hyeon "oppa" but calls me an old hag.

What a precocious little brat.

As we walked along chatting about various things, we arrived at a village surrounded by stone walls.

"We're here. This is our village!"

At Yu Ji-a's words, Hui-hyeon and I looked around.

It was a village with buildings of ancient architectural style, like something from a history book of this world.

In real-world terms, it felt like looking at Cheongha-dong village?

But unlike Cheongha-dong, which has been subtly modernized, Yu Ji-a's village had a distinctly ancient feel to it.

I wonder if this is what an isolated village feels like after so long.

"When I show this amnesty document I brought, both the children and the elders will be so happy!"

Yu Ji-a said as she took out the paper she had been keeping close to her chest.

When I think about how much I struggled to get that for her...

And now I'm being called an old hag and a demon hag.

Hmm.

"Why are you looking at me?"

"It's nothing, Yu Yu-dori. Nothing at all."

"Hmph!"

It seems like it's going to be difficult to become friends with Yu Yu-dori anytime soon.

"But why does it seem like there's no one here?"

"Just wait a moment."

Before entering the village, Yu Ji-a stopped in front of it and exhaled.

"I am Yu Ji-a, descendant of Lord Sodori and daughter of Seobeol! I have returned!"

Then, one by one, people began peeking their heads out from the houses that had been quiet until now.

"What? It's really her!"

"It's Yu Ji-a!"

"It's big sister Yu Ji-a!"

"Wow! It's Yu Ji-a!"

Members of the Dragon Blood Clan came flocking, carrying weapons.

Roughly 50 clan members filled the area in front of the village.

"Yu Ji-a! You're back!"

"Did you do it? Can we stop hiding now?"

Yu Ji-a held up the amnesty document high in response to a clan member who appeared to be a head shorter than her.

"I did it!"

"Wow! She did it! She did it!"

"Hurray for Yu Ji-a! Hurray!"

"Idiot! At times like this, you should say 'billion-ray' instead of 'hurray'!"

"Is 'billion' higher?"

"Yes!"

"Then billion-ray! Billion-ray!"

...What is wrong with these people?

Hui-hyeon, who was standing next to me, also seemed a bit dumbfounded as he stared blankly at the people chanting "billion-ray."

"But who are the people behind you?"

"Who are they? Who are they?"

"Her hair is white!"

"No! That's silver hair!"

"So she's a grandma?"

"How can a person have silver hair!"

Seriously, these people keep...

As I was about to say something, Yu Ji-a spoke first.

"These people are my benefactors! They helped me get amnesty and vouched for me!"

"Vouched!"

"What does that mean?"

"It's something you shouldn't do."

"But they did it for her?"

"They must be good people!"

"This is Lee Hui-hyeon!"

"Lee Hui-hyeon! Lee Hui-hyeon!"

"Let's cheer for Lee Hui-hyeon!"

"Hurray for Lee Hui-hyeon! Hurray!"

Hui-hyeon awkwardly smiled at the Dragon Blood Clan members who were cheering for him.

It was like he was physically expressing how difficult it was to adapt to the situation.

"And this is Ye-a!"

This time, Yu Ji-a introduced me as "Ye-a," probably considering Yu Yu-dori's hostile reaction when she heard I was from the Baek clan earlier.

Unlike before, the village suddenly became as quiet as a mouse.

"Ye-a?"

"Is her name really Ye-a?"

"How can a person's name be Ye-a!"

And then laughter filled the village.

"Ye-a! Her name is Ye-a!"

"Ye-a! No-a!"

"Hahaha! Hahaha!"

"Did you eat today?"

"Ye-a!"

"Did you go outside today?"

"No-a!"

"Ahahahahahahahaha!"

"This...! This...!"

Just as I was clenching my fist at the sight of them making fun of my name...

"Who said it was okay to make fun of someone's name!"

A fiery command came from inside the village.

"These are precious guests who helped us! You should behave respectfully!"

"We're sorry!"

"But the name is funny!"

"Ye-a! No-a!"

"I said stop it! Do you want a spanking before you'll stop? Apologize to our guest right now!"

"We're sorry for laughing at your funny name!"

"We're sorry!"

"Apologize more sincerely!"

"We're sorry for laughing because it's funny!"

"We're sorry!"

I had been getting increasingly angry, but after receiving their apology, my anger subsided somewhat.

I tried to see who had ordered them to apologize, but their voice was lost in the crowd of Dragon Blood Clan members.

Then, as the crowd slowly parted, an elderly Dragon Blood Clan woman came forward.

"I'm so sorry about this, honored guest. My name is Ganami."

She looked wiser than the other Dragon Blood Clan members.

When Yu Ji-a saw Ganami, she ran to her.

"Grandmother!"

"Yu Ji-a!"

Just as they were about to embrace, Ganami kicked Yu Ji-a in the shin.

"Owww!"

"What were you doing while our guest was being ridiculed? I always told you to treat benefactors with the utmost respect. You didn't do that!"

"I'm sorry, Grandmother! Owww!"

The punishment didn't stop at kicking her shin; it continued with Ganami slapping Yu Ji-a's back repeatedly.

What I thought would be a touching reunion turned into a scene of punishment, and I felt I should intervene.

"I'm terribly sorry for the unseemly display earlier."

With no trace of her earlier fierce demeanor when punishing Yu Ji-a, Ganami greeted us again with the appearance of a wise elder.

Honestly, I didn't mind. It was actually somewhat satisfying to watch.

But since I couldn't say, "No, it was actually satisfying," I smiled and said, "No, it's fine."

Guided by Ganami, we were seated in what appeared to be the village meeting hall.

The facilities were much more outdated than the meeting hall in Seoha Village, but somehow it felt comfortable.

After sitting there for a while, Ganami, who had gone somewhere, returned to the hall and said, "Excuse me, honored guests. The Great Grandmother is outside and would like to meet you. Would you care to see her?"
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Great-grandmother?

Usually, when people say "great-grandmother," they mean your grandmother's grandmother.

Ganami is Yu Ji-a's grandmother.

So her grandmother's great-grandmother would be...

"Yes, I understand. I'll do that. Is that okay with you, Ye-a?"

While I was lost in thought, Hui-hyeon accepted Ganami's proposal.

Since I was planning to accept anyway, I nodded and said, "Yes, that's fine."

After waiting in the reception hall for a while, someone soon slid open the door.

I had been expecting a very elderly person to enter, so I couldn't help but be surprised by who came in.

Because...

"It's nice to meet you. I hear you helped our Ji-a receive amnesty for the entire Dragon Blood Clan?"

Ganami's "great-grandmother" who opened the door was an extremely young woman.

Snow-white hair and vertically split gray eyes.

She had a maturity not found in the childlike Dragon Blood Clan members and the dignity befitting a dragon's descendant.

She was exactly what one would imagine when thinking of a dragon hybrid.

"Um, I thought I heard that the great-grandmother was coming..."

Almost simultaneously with my question, I used my All-Seeing Eye to look at the woman, but no information about her appeared.

While I was confused by the lack of information, the woman gave me a gentle smile and said, "Yes, I am Hanai, Ganami's great-grandmother and Ji-a's great-great-grandmother."

The woman who introduced herself as Hanai.

She looked so young that I glanced down at my bracelet, but its color hadn't changed at all.

Just to be sure, I looked at Hui-hyeon, but he maintained his expressionless face before saying, "It seems you're not an ordinary hybrid."

"What do you mean by not an ordinary hybrid?"

"This is just my guess, but are you perhaps a first-generation hybrid?"

A first-generation hybrid.

Naturally, all bloodline clans have founding ancestors who were the first to have mixed blood.

These individuals, with half divine beast blood and half human blood, were said to possess spiritual energy and physical strength far beyond what a normal human could have.

Even in reality, hybrids tend to have stronger traits, so humans mixed with divine beast blood must have been incredibly powerful.

But no matter how strong they were, there's no way a first-generation hybrid could still be alive today.

Because no matter how powerful a hybrid might be, they're ultimately destined to die due to the lifespan limitations of their human traits.

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, Hanai maintained her smile and said, "What an interesting suggestion. I'm not from the first generation of mixed blood, nor have I ever seen one. You'd have to go back many more generations to find someone who might have even seen them."

After hearing Hanai's response, Lee Hui-hyeon slowly nodded and said, "Then it must be atavism."

"Correct."

Hanai looked at Hui-hyeon with great interest and said, "To figure that out from such a brief conversation is impressive. Are all Exorcists like this?"

Hanai looked at me as she asked, but I just smiled awkwardly and said, "No, Hui-hyeon is just smart. I never know what's going on in his head."

How does Hui-hyeon know all these things?

As expected of the protagonist I've got my eye on. This is exactly the kind of talent that makes raising him worthwhile.

Ye-a.

Then a question occurred to me.

If she's this young, why didn't she go herself instead of sending Ji-a?

As if reading my thoughts, Hanai pointed to her legs and said, "I'm already too ill to move properly."

As she spoke, Hanai slightly pulled up her sleeve.

What was revealed was a skeletal, emaciated arm.

"You look so young on the outside..."

"It's the price of living too long."

Hanai responded to my question with a melancholy smile.

"Originally, my hair wasn't snow-white silver but dark black like the other children. So when children see me for the first time, they always ask why my hair is white when I look so young... I always tell them it's because I'm a grandmother."

As I listened to Hanai's story, I suddenly realized something.

...Could it be that the reason the Dragon Blood Clan people called me grandmother because of my silver hair was because of Hanai?

Well, this is unexpected—the foreshadowing was resolved in a way I never anticipated.

Right, come to think of it, in this world, only the Baek Clan has the silver hair trait.

I can't believe I didn't make that connection.

While we were chatting with Hanai, someone knocked on the door from outside.

"Great-great-grandmother~ Can I come in?"

The voice belonged to none other than Yu Ji-a.

Before anyone could invite her in, Ji-a slid the door open.

Ji-a was wearing the distinctive one-piece clothing typical of the Dragon Blood Clan, perhaps because she had returned to her hometown.

And...

"Ji-a, what's that on your face?"

I was surprised to see her face elaborately painted with red pigment, and Ji-a smiled as she answered.

"This? It's the makeup our Dragon Blood Clan wears during festivals! The children are throwing a festival to celebrate my safe return and the amnesty!"

Here was an unexpected cultural difference.

I would have thought red was an ominous color, but here it's used for festival makeup.

That would be unimaginable in the Human World.

"Great-great-grandmother! If you're done, can I take these two with me? I want to show them around our village and join the festival!"

As Ji-a asked with a bright smile, Hanai grinned and said, "Yes, Ji-a. Go ahead."

"Yay!"

"But Lee Hui-hyeon and I have more to discuss, so I'll send him later."

"Okay!"

More to discuss?

"Is there still more to talk about?"

"Yes, after our earlier conversation, I'd like to chat more. Would that be alright?"

"Hui-hyeon, do you want to talk more with her?"

When I asked Hui-hyeon, he nodded.

"Yeah, go ahead. I'll catch up later."

Honestly, I was a bit hesitant to trust someone whose information didn't even show up with my ability, despite the atavism explanation, but seeing Ji-a's friendly demeanor, I figured it would be fine.

"Well, it was brief but nice meeting you. I'll see you later."

"Yes, Lady Ye-a. Until we meet again."

I followed Ji-a out.

<>

After watching Baek Ye-a leave, Hanai turned to Lee Hui-hyeon with a smile and said, "Well, should I say 'nice to meet you for the first time'? I'm at a loss seeing with my own eyes someone who exists only in rumors. 'The Destroyer of Enlightenment.'"

Lee Hui-hyeon's gaze shifted slightly to the side upon being called the Destroyer of Enlightenment.

"No matter how I look at it, I can't understand."

"What can't you understand?"

"It was you, wasn't it? The one who cooperated with Hwayun to send Ji-a."

At Hui-hyeon's words, Hanai smiled again and said, "Yes, that's right. It was heavenly fortune that Lord Hwayun chose our clan, but I was the one who turned that fortune into opportunity. I selected and recommended Ji-a, who was the most physically and mentally outstanding."

"That must have been quite a gamble."

"Why do you think so?"

"For your increasingly deteriorating Dragon Blood Clan, Ji-a must have been a great hope. How did you come to make such a decision?"

At Hui-hyeon's question, Hanai's expression turned slightly cold.

"Don't you already know the answer to that, Destroyer of Enlightenment?"

"..."

Taking Hui-hyeon's silence as confirmation, Hanai continued.

"Destroyer of Enlightenment, whichever path we chose, there was no future for our Dragon Blood Clan anyway. Lord Hwayun told me. That the cursed Unkillable is coming back. In such a situation, I had no choice but to stake our only hope and bloodline. For our clan to survive in the Human World..."

"Well, without sacrifice, there's nothing to gain."

"And above all, I trusted you."

"Me?"

At Hui-hyeon's question, Hanai nodded.

"Yes, I thought you wouldn't turn away someone asking for help."

Hearing Hanai's words, Hui-hyeon looked at her and said, "How much did Hwayun tell you?"

"Enough for me to willingly offer my help, let's say."

Hanai smiled at Hui-hyeon and continued.

"Even so, Lord Hwayun only told me as much as she knew. The rest is merely my inadequate speculation. Are you upset?"

At Hanai's words, Hui-hyeon shook his head.

"No, I just know someone else who plays with people in an even more annoying way. So what are you planning to do now?"

"For now, our clan will migrate to the Human World. If we stay here, there's only death waiting for us."

"...It's going to be difficult."

"What do you mean?"

"You're going to die soon."

"...I know that much."

At Hui-hyeon's words, Hanai silently smiled.

Ch.94 - 1. Foreign Land (5)
"Destroyer, there's something I want to ask you."

"Go ahead."

"Have you seen the future of our bloodline? What becomes of our clan?"

At Hanai's question, Lee Hui-hyeon briefly looked elsewhere.

It wasn't that he was hesitating to answer.

He was just considering how much he should tell her.

Then Lee Hui-hyeon decided to tell everything he knew and opened his mouth.

"It varied depending on the circumstances, but most outcomes weren't good. Especially your bloodline—you're all so pure-hearted that once someone starts exploiting you, they don't stop until there's nothing left."

"...I see."

"And in every scenario, you were 'gone.' The clan was always led by the same person. Someone who preserved the old ways of the Dragon Blood Clan. I couldn't recognize who it was before, but now I understand. It was Yu Ji-a."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hanai smiled and said:

"So our Ji-a grows up to be quite remarkable."

"Yes. And Yu Ji-a dies not long after appearing in the Human World. There were many scenarios I didn't see, but in none of them did she survive until the end."

After hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hanai covered her face.

When she spoke again, her voice was deeply sunken.

"Destroyer, do you know the meaning of my name?"

"No, I don't know much about the Dragon Blood Clan's language."

"It means 'New Beginning.' In our language, 'Han-na' originally meant 'new,' and 'i' meant 'beginning.' When I was born, the Dragon Blood Clan, which was already in decline, rejoiced greatly. They believed our clan would rise again..."

Hanai removed her hands from her face and looked at Lee Hui-hyeon.

"But that wasn't the case. Like a flame that burns most brilliantly just before it dies out, I merely extended the clan's final moments a little longer. Even after I was born, the decline continued. My descendants showed some promise, but the other children did not."

"And Yu Ji-a was the last to be born?"

"Yes, that's right. Her name means 'Last Hope.' We gave her that name by combining 'Yuji,' meaning 'last,' with 'a,' meaning 'hope.' When she's gone, our Dragon Blood Clan is as good as finished. But it seems that despite all our efforts, complete downfall was already at our doorstep."

"Everything that reaches its peak must eventually decline. My clan also chose to bear me knowing they would face such a fate."

"But it all had meaning. Your very existence proves that."

Hanai spoke with a pained expression.

"If even our 'Last Hope' is broken, where are we supposed to find hope now?"

Lee Hui-hyeon looked at Hanai.

A woman who had strived until the end for the revival of the Dragon Blood Clan.

Yet a woman who had never succumbed to temptation.

Lee Hui-hyeon had no words to offer such a woman.

<>

When I followed Yu Ji-a thinking about a Human World festival, I couldn't help but be surprised.

They called it a festival, but all they served was meat.

And not just any meat—wild boar that reeked of gaminess.

But both the Dragon Blood Clan members and Yu Ji-a looked so happy eating it that I had to go with the flow and reluctantly stuff the meat into my mouth.

Then Yu Ji-a, while eating, said to me:

"Baek Ye-a, aren't you going to eat more? There's plenty of meat! If it's not enough, I'll catch more!"

"No, I'm just full."

"Full? Then you can throw up and eat more! Like this."

When Yu Ji-a tried to stick her finger in her mouth, I hurriedly stopped her.

"No, don't, don't, don't. I might actually throw up if you do that."

Having no desire to witness or participate in behavior reminiscent of ancient Roman nobility, I quickly dissuaded Yu Ji-a.

Around us, other Dragon Blood Clan members were dancing and singing bizarre songs:

"Kick your child against the wall~ When they're tender from the kicks, roast them just right~"

"Give the tastiest parts to your parents~ I'll eat the tasteless head~"

Even with my modern ethical standards—actually, anyone from the Human World would be horrified by these lyrics.

Their actions and dancing looked like something out of Minions, but the lyrics were absolutely terrifying.

"Yu Ji-a, are all your clan's songs like this?"

"Huh? What's wrong with our songs?"

I asked Yu Ji-a just in case, but she didn't seem to find anything strange about it at all.

Is this normal for them? Or am I the strange one?

Strangeness is relative, so in a place where I'm the only outsider, I must be the strange one, right?

So maybe the songs are actually normal, and I'm the strange one?

No, that can't be right. These songs are definitely strange.

My head is starting to get weird.

I was just thinking how I wished Hui-hyeon would come soon so I could share this strangeness with someone who'd understand, when I spotted him walking over.

"Ah, Hui-hyeon. Did your conversation go well?"

He briefly froze at my overly enthusiastic greeting, then smiled and said:

"Yeah, it went well."

"Lee Hui-hyeon! What did you talk about with our Great-grandmother? I find it hard to understand what she says because it's so difficult."

"Just this and that."

"I see! But more importantly, Lee Hui-hyeon! Eat some meat! Today we have freshly caught wild boar!"

When Yu Ji-a pushed the meat toward him, Hui-hyeon slightly wrinkled his nose at the gamey smell before taking a bite.

"Is it good?"

"It's delicious."

"There's plenty, so eat a lot!"

Hui-hyeon nodded slowly. Then, hearing the terrifying lyrics from around us, he looked around.

"What kind of song is this?"

"Huh? It's our clan's song! Isn't it exciting?"

Yu Ji-a swayed her body as if dancing.

Hui-hyeon looked at me briefly, then nodded and said:

"Y-yeah. It's exciting."

"I knew you'd think so! Ye-a didn't seem to like the song very much!"

"Yu Ji-a! Come over here!"

When someone from the Dragon Blood Clan called out, Yu Ji-a turned and said:

"Coming! Well, I'll be going now. Have fun!"

After Yu Ji-a ran off and we were left alone, we looked at each other and burst out laughing simultaneously.

"No matter how much we chalk it up to cultural differences, wouldn't they be in big trouble if they went to the Human World like this?"

I nodded at Hui-hyeon's words.

"I know. If they went out like this, they'd definitely cause conflicts due to cultural differences."

My earlier thought about the need for resocialization training came to mind again.

My thinking wasn't wrong after all.

"So what did you talk about? You seemed to be talking for quite a while."

To my question, Hui-hyeon replied:

"Just trivial stuff, nothing worth mentioning. We exchanged various knowledge and information. Nothing particularly new."

"Did you talk about history? You like that."

Hui-hyeon burst out laughing at my words.

What? Was my question that funny?

After laughing to the point where it was getting embarrassing, Hui-hyeon finally spoke:

"Well, something like that."

After our conversation briefly paused, we watched the Dragon Blood Clan members eating meat and dancing in front of us.

People who seemed to enjoy each day without a care in the world.

Then, a thought suddenly occurred to me, and I said to Hui-hyeon:

"By the way, Hui-hyeon, is the color of your bracelet okay?"

"Yeah, it's fine. Why? Still suspicious?"

At Hui-hyeon's direct question, I nodded and said:

"Yeah, it's a bit concerning. Even your thin appearance could possibly be a disguise."

Hearing my thoughts, Hui-hyeon smiled again and said:

"No, you don't need to worry so much. I'm really not a Divine Beast. I'm just a human. Just with mixed blood."

"If you say so."

"We're leaving again tomorrow anyway. What could happen in one day? And if something was going to happen, it would have happened already. We wouldn't be able to stop it with our power anyway, right?"

I nodded at Hui-hyeon's words and said:

"That's true."

Yeah, it's not good to worry too much either.

At least while we're here, it might be good to relax a little.

Thinking that, I glanced at Hui-hyeon.

<>

"Catch it! It went that way!"

"Got it! Horana!"

"I caught it!"

Horana and Jeong-i, who had been running around with spears, smiled as they looked at the wild boar they had caught.

"Look at this! When we work together, there's nothing in this world we can't catch!"

"Catching another wild boar on the day Yu Ji-a safely returned! Today must be our lucky day!"

"We are!"

"Invincible!"

"Ahaha! Ahaha!"

The two people rejoicing with their spears soon turned around at the sound of approaching footsteps.

"Hmm?"

"What's wrong, Horana?"

"No, I thought I saw someone over there."

"Who? Who? Other kids?"

"If it were other kids, they wouldn't come here! They know we're hunting here!"

"Then who could it be? Should we run away?"

Hearing Jeong-i's words, Horana shook her head and said:

"No! We've been pardoned now! Whoever it is, let's go greet them!"

"Wait a minute!"

Jeong-i chased after Horana, who was hopping away, but Horana had already disappeared with her quick steps.

"Where did she go..."

Just as Jeong-i muttered briefly, something approached.

"Horana! Why are you so qui... ck..."

Jeong-i, who had been running toward the sound, suddenly froze.

"Hmm? Do you know this person? Sorry, I was just trying to hold back, but I accidentally did this."

"Jeong... i..."

Blood dripping from Horana's upper body, held in the hand of the figure that appeared.

And a woman casually wiping the blood from her face as if it were nothing.

Horana calling her name.

"Horana..."

The woman spoke to Jeong-i, who stood before her.

"Oh, don't worry. I'm not interested in either you or this friend of yours. My name is Shimae. Has anyone come to your village recently?"

Ch.95 - 1. Foreign Land (6)
After a bustling festival came to an end, Ganami guided me and Hui-hyeon to Yu Ji-a's house.

Ji-a's house looked slightly better than the other homes in the village, probably because it belonged to Hanai, who essentially served as the village chief.

Though that wasn't saying much.

"I have other matters to attend to, so I'll take my leave now. Please make yourselves comfortable."

"Yes, thank you."

"Thank you, Ganami."

After Ganami left, we entered the house to find Yu Ji-a, who had returned at some point, wiped off her makeup, and changed into more comfortable clothes. She approached us cheerfully.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, Baek Ye-a! Are you staying at my house tonight?"

"Yes, when did you get back?"

"Not long ago! The children wouldn't let me go! Despite how I look, I'm quite popular!"

Ji-a struck a pose with her hands on her hips, saying "Ahem!"

"Must be nice being so popular."

"Right? Right? Baek Ye-a knows what's up!"

"It's true, everyone loves Ji-a."

At Hui-hyeon's words, Ji-a puffed up even more.

"Yes! I'm popular!"

Ji-a smiled brightly as she continued.

"It's been so long since we've had guests! When visitors come to the village, they often stay at our house!"

Visitors to the village? I asked Ji-a with curiosity.

"Do you get many visitors here?"

"Yes! Sometimes other Bloodline Clans from nearby come to our village! When our Great-Grandmother Cheonjo was healthy, they visited frequently, but since she fell ill, not so much."

Other Bloodline Clans in the vicinity.

Given the nature of the Outlands, I wondered if there were many clan members who had fled here after committing crimes.

More importantly, she was casually telling all this to us, who were Exorcists.

Not that I had any intention of making an issue of it.

Ji-a continued cheerfully.

"Still, my grandmother always told us to run away if we saw strangers. Though that's not necessary anymore!"

While Ji-a was energetically telling us various stories, we saw a Dragon Blood Clan member running toward us.

"Grandmother Hanai! Grandmother Ganami! Something terrible has happened!"

"Hadori! The grandmothers aren't here! What's wrong?"

The Dragon Blood Clan member called Hadori, catching her breath, said to Ji-a:

"Ji-a! Horana and Jeong-i...! Something terrible!"

Hadori was jumping up and down, unable to calm herself.

She looked like a child who had just witnessed something horrific.

Seeing this, I grabbed Hadori's shoulders and looked into her eyes.

"Easy now, Hadori. Breathe slowly, in and out. Haa, hoo. Haa, hoo."

Hadori followed my lead, slowly breathing in and out.

Once she seemed somewhat calmer, I spoke to her.

"Feeling a bit better now?"

"Yes..."

"Now tell us calmly. Take your time."

"Horana and Jeong-i are dead. Horribly."

"...What?"

"They weren't coming back, so I went looking for them and in the forest they were so terribly..."

Hadori covered her mouth as if the scene had come back to her, then began retching against the wall.

Ji-a cried out:

"That's a lie! Horana and Jeong-i are our clan's hunters! They wouldn't die so easily!"

Hadori just stared back with tears welling in her eyes.

Ji-a said to her:

"I need to go see! Where are they?"

"In the forest north of the village..."

As soon as Hadori finished speaking, Ji-a rushed out of the house.

"Ji-a!"

I called after her, but she was already running far ahead.

"Ye-a, let's go too."

"Ah, yes!"

We started running after Ji-a.

<>

Ji-a ran toward the northern forest.

The smell of blood grew stronger, even though she didn't want to smell it.

It was a very unpleasant odor, different from the usual smell during hunts.

"Horana... Jeong-i..."

The Dragon Blood Clan was so small that everyone knew each other in the village.

Among them, Horana and Jeong-i were Ji-a's childhood friends.

She had known them since they were young, and they were strong enough to become hunters. They couldn't have been taken down easily.

It can't be true. It can't be.

Ji-a kept denying it to herself, but the increasingly strong smell of blood was undeniable.

And then, as she got closer.

Ji-a saw Horana and Jeong-i—only their heads remained, their bodies torn to pieces, their entrails pulled out and scattered.

"Ah... ah...!"

"Ji-a!"

Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a shouted something from behind, having finally caught up, but their voices didn't reach Ji-a's ears.

<>

It was horrific.

Following after Ji-a, the scene before us was the brutally murdered bodies of two people.

Their entrails had been pulled out and arranged in a disgusting display.

It looked like someone had played with them and then discarded them out of boredom—a display of sick taste.

The hellish scene I had grown sick of seeing in my previous life was now unfolding before my eyes.

"Ji-a...?"

Ji-a stood there, saying nothing.

When I approached and put my hand on her shoulder, her body swayed and collapsed to the side.

"Ji-a!"

While I was looking after Ji-a, Hui-hyeon was examining the bodies with a serious expression before speaking.

"Ye-a. Let's take Ji-a back to the village first and then call for more people."

"...Alright."

I looked back once more before leaving.

Perhaps I had forgotten, caught up in the pleasant people and the cheerful atmosphere of the early story.

That this world was originally this cruel.

"..."

Hui-hyeon and I decided to take the collapsed Ji-a back to the village.

After returning to the village, we told everyone what had happened.

Thanks to Hadori, who had already hurriedly spread the news around the village, it wasn't difficult to gather people.

"Who could it be? Who did that to Jeong-i and Horana?"

"Is Ji-a okay? Huh? Huh?"

"I'm scared!"

Some Dragon Blood Clan members were sobbing, while others were genuinely worried about Ji-a.

Then Hui-hyeon arrived with Ganami.

"Grandmother!"

"Something terrible has happened! Horana and Jeong-i...!"

"I've heard. Everyone, please calm down."

With a grave expression, Ganami pointed at several Dragon Blood Clan members and said:

"Somori, Ganamiru, Jeong-u, come with me. The rest of you stay in the village and keep watch. And honored guests, I would appreciate it if you could stay at my house, just in case."

In response to Ganami's words, I stepped forward and replied:

"No, we'll come with you. As Exorcists, we can be of great help. Right, Hui-hyeon?"

"Yes, we'll help you."

"If you insist, we gratefully accept your help. Now, everyone, until we return, no one is to leave the village. Understood?"

"Yes, Grandmother!"

"Grandmother, I want to come too! I want to see Sister Horana and Sister Jeong-i! They're my family!"

Yu Yu-dori emerged from the crowd and shouted, to which Ganami sternly replied:

"No! Stay in the village! This is an emergency. Understand?"

"But..."

"Shh!"

"I need to see my sisters!"

"Yu-dori, no!"

"Good children listen to Grandmother!"

While the other Dragon Blood Clan members were holding Yu-dori back, Ganami spoke to us with a somber expression.

"Let's go then."

After several days of investigation, during which we postponed our return to the Human World, the conclusion was that the circumstances of the two deaths were strange.

It was clear they had been killed by beasts, but afterward, their bodies seemed to have been mutilated by human hands—a bizarre conclusion.

Since Hui-hyeon and I participated directly in the investigation, there was no mistake.

Therefore, we reached the most reasonable conclusion by this world's standards:

'It seems an extremely powerful demon capable of concealing its demonic energy passed through the area.'

But we couldn't understand why it had killed these unfortunate Dragon Blood Clan youths and mutilated their bodies instead of attacking the village.

A demon with this level of power would be a natural disaster and calamity for a Dragon Blood Clan village without Exorcists.

Yet this calamity had stopped at killing and mutilating the bodies of the unfortunate clan members who had been hunting nearby.

As if it had no interest in the Dragon Blood Clan itself.

"I see. The children were killed by a demon..."

Hanai, upon hearing the story, appeared greatly shocked.

And for some reason, Hanai silently stared at Hui-hyeon, which made me uncomfortable, so I said to her:

"Hui-hyeon was with me the whole time."

Hearing my words, Hanai shifted her gaze away from Hui-hyeon and said:

"I wasn't particularly suspicious."

With a very unsettling and heavy attitude.

Ch.96 - 1. Foreign Land (7)
In a dark cave, Cheongdam sat cross-legged, continuously muttering something under his breath.

Standing beside him and watching this muttering spectacle, Shimae was growing bored and finally addressed him.

"Cheongdam, how long are you going to ignore me? I was trying to wait until you finished, but my legs are starting to hurt after traveling so far."

"How shameless. You couldn't possibly have sore legs. You can go anywhere you please with a mere thought."

"Just because I can go anywhere doesn't mean I don't need to rest my legs."

"Hah."

Cheongdam finally turned to look at Shimae and spoke.

"Seeing your tongue is still intact, I assume you returned without incident. Did you deliver the message, Shimae?"

"I delivered it in a way that couldn't possibly be misunderstood. I imagine by now they're feeling quite restless, unable to move freely. Especially since they can't act carelessly while looking after that Baek Clan fledgling."

"Good work, then."

Shimae found Cheongdam's reaction disappointingly bland.

Normally, Cheongdam would have told her not to disrespect that woman or would have made some light joke.

Perhaps the anomaly that occurred in the "rear" was weighing heavily on his mind.

Shimae asked Cheongdam, "Your reaction is quite lukewarm. Is it because of what happened behind our backs?"

"Indeed. I never expected someone would pull such a stunt while I was away."

"To be precise, it's not a 'he' but a 'she'."

Cheongdam affirmed Shimae's correction with silence.

"A known threat is less dangerous than an unknown one. So, Shimae, I need you to move once more."

At Cheongdam's words, Shimae raised both hands and said, "I'll gladly obey your command."

<>

"Hui-hyeon, I'll go report this and be right back."

Baek Ye-a put the documents she had prepared for her separate report into her tactical pouch.

After writing reports and drafting yet another protection request for the Dragon Blood Clan, Baek Ye-a was showing slight signs of fatigue.

"Are you sure you don't want me to come with you?"

"Yes, it's fine. Besides, who knows? Something else might happen in the village before we leave tomorrow. So stay here. And look after Yu Ji-a too, okay?"

"Alright. Be careful, Ye-a."

"I will. I'll be back soon."

After seeing Baek Ye-a off, Lee Hui-hyeon returned to Yu Ji-a's house.

Despite the shocking incident, most villagers were behaving just as they had when Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a first arrived, with only a few exceptions.

The brutally murdered victims' remains had been cremated in a suitable location.

Once the two bodies were cremated, the villagers tried to forget about them, and some succeeded.

Unfortunately, Yu Ji-a was among those who couldn't easily shake off the memory of that day.

Returning to Yu Ji-a's house, Lee Hui-hyeon noticed her sitting outside with a blank expression.

Since it had been a while since she'd come out of her room, Lee Hui-hyeon approached and called her name.

"Yu Ji-a."

"Lee Hui-hyeon."

"Are you feeling better now?"

"I'm fine. And no matter how hard this is for me, it can't compare to Yu Yu-dori who lost her family."

As Yu Ji-a lowered her head again, Lee Hui-hyeon said, "Ji-a, we're leaving tomorrow."

At the mention of their departure, Yu Ji-a looked up at Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Really? So it's time for you to go."

"Yes, the other teams should be returning from their activities soon."

"I see..."

As she hung her head again, Yu Ji-a suddenly looked up at Lee Hui-hyeon and said, "Hui-hyeon. Yu Yu-dori lost her entire family."

Lee Hui-hyeon listened quietly to Yu Ji-a's words.

"She was clearly a strong and excellent hunter in the village, but she died just from an unfortunate encounter with a demon. Hui-hyeon, is this a common occurrence for you exorcists?"

Lee Hui-hyeon sat down beside Yu Ji-a and replied, "Yes, it's common for exorcists. Today someone dies, tomorrow someone else dies."

"Do more of you die than hunters?"

"Many more."

"Then I suppose you talk about death a lot?"

Lee Hui-hyeon shook her head at Yu Ji-a's question.

"No, exorcists don't talk about death. Do you know why?"

Yu Ji-a tilted her head slightly and asked, "Why?"

"Because death is always by our side. Just as you don't talk about someone who's right next to you, we don't talk about death because it's so close. We never know when we might die."

After hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Yu Ji-a hung her head low.

Lee Hui-hyeon was about to speak, wondering if she had said something wrong, but Yu Ji-a raised her head first and asked, "Hui-hyeon. Demons always bring pain, right?"

"That's right."

"That's why you exorcists exist? To stop demons and monsters and protect people?"

"Yes, our cause is Annihilate Demons and Save the World. Without this cause, we'd just be an armed group with unusual powers."

After pondering Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Yu Ji-a spoke up.

"Hui-hyeon, could I become an exorcist even now?"

"I thought you didn't like exorcists?"

"No, what I don't like are the Huye Clan, the Jin Clan, the Jeon Clan, and the Baek Clan. I don't dislike Baek Ye-a, but I do dislike that woman."

Yu Ji-a shuddered slightly as she thought of Baek Ye-na, then continued, "And you're an exorcist, so it's okay."

After a moment of silence, Lee Hui-hyeon spoke first.

"You can become an exorcist. Anyone who hunts demons following our cause of Annihilate Demons and Save the World is an exorcist."

"Really?"

"But it will be really difficult. You've missed the optimal time. Even with strong spiritual energy, training at your age will be incredibly hard and painful."

"But it's possible, right?"

"If you're determined, yes. Like I said, anyone who hunts demons following our cause is an exorcist."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Yu Ji-a suddenly went to the storage shed in the yard.

"Ji-a?"

"Wait just a moment!"

What Yu Ji-a brought back from the storage shed was none other than a sickle.

"Hui-hyeon, listen carefully to what I'm about to say. This is very important."

As a terrible possibility flashed through Lee Hui-hyeon's mind, she tried to stop her, but Yu Ji-a had already cut her arm with the sickle and shouted:

"Hui-hyeon. I will become an exorcist. If I fail to become one, I don't care if I bleed to death. This is my oath to you, to heaven, to earth, and to my ancestors. I will become an exorcist and fight demons."

"Ji-a!"

Lee Hui-hyeon quickly pulled out a hemostatic cloth from her tactical pouch and wrapped it around Yu Ji-a's arm.

"You didn't need to go this far to make an oath."

"I wanted to show you how serious I am. This is a blood oath that the Dragon Blood Clan used to perform in the past."

Thinking about the festival song and wondering what other cultural practices the Dragon Blood Clan maintained, Lee Hui-hyeon asked Yu Ji-a, "So, doesn't it hurt?"

"Now that I've cut myself, yes, it hurts."

And as if her previous expression had been a lie, Yu Ji-a's eyes welled up with tears.

"...Here, wipe your tears with this cloth."

Despite everything, Lee Hui-hyeon thought this Yu Ji-a was better than the dejected one she had been seeing.

<>

By the time I returned to the Dragon Blood Clan village after visiting a nearby town, it was already night.

This area is surrounded by mountains, so the sun sets quickly.

"Maybe I should have waited until we got back to the academy to submit this."

But if I had done that, the documents would have had to go through the cumbersome process of being delivered all the way to Ikseonju, so delivering them today was the better choice.

With demons passing through the area, there was no time to waste.

Walking through the village back to Yu Ji-a's house, I entered and said, "I'm back."

"Welcome back."

The one who greeted me was Hui-hyeon.

"Hui-hyeon, you're still up?"

"I was waiting for you to return."

I felt a warmth in my heart as I said to Hui-hyeon, "You didn't have to do that."

I sat down next to Hui-hyeon and asked, "So is Ji-a doing better now?"

"Yes, she came out earlier and we talked for a bit. She should be fine now."

"That's a relief."

"And Ji-a says she wants to become an exorcist."

"Ji-a does?"

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I recalled Ji-a's abilities that I had observed earlier and said, "I think Ji-a would make a good exorcist."

"That's surprisingly generous praise."

At Hui-hyeon's comment, I proudly declared, "I have a good eye for people."

Hearing this, Hui-hyeon gave me a slightly strange look and said, "I didn't expect you to say that about yourself."

"So what? Want me to pinch you again?"

"No, I'm sorry."

I nodded with satisfaction at Hui-hyeon and said, "Good."

I was surprised that Ji-a wanted to become an exorcist.

If the Dragon Blood Clan eventually settles somewhere in the human world, I thought I should introduce her to a decent martial arts school in that area.

Ch.97 - 1. Foreign Land (8)
The next day after we were set to return to the human world, I planned to just say a quick goodbye before leaving. But somehow news of our departure had spread throughout the village, and when we went to the road to board our vehicle, it was crowded with people who had come to see us off.

"Are you leaving, Benefactor? Aren't you going to live here?"

"Benefactor! Don't go, stay here with us! I'll treat you well!"

Some of the Dragon Blood Clan members had grown attached to us after just a few days and were asking us not to leave.

"Goodbye! Grandmother! Benefactor!"

"Goodbye, Grandmother! Goodbye, Lee Hui-hyeon! Let's meet again!"

Others were simply saying their farewells.

But these people kept calling me grandmother because of my hair color...

Ganami, who was standing behind them, spoke apologetically.

"I'm so sorry about this, Benefactor Ye-a! O Ha-ri! Susu-dori! I told you Benefactor Ye-a is not a grandmother!"

"Aaaack! I'm sorry!"

"My! My ears hurt so much!"

"I told you to apologize to Benefactor Ye-a!"

"Aaaack! We're sorryyyy!"

"We're sorryyyy!"

I was watching with satisfaction as Ganami pulled the ears of the two Dragon Blood Clan members who had called me grandmother. Meanwhile, Hanai, the real culprit behind me being called grandmother, spoke to me.

"I apologize, Benefactor Ye-a. The children really wanted to see you off."

"It's fine. I'm grateful that everyone came to see us off."

As I smiled at Hanai, Hui-hyeon bowed to both Hanai and Ganami.

"Thank you for taking care of us these past few days."

"Not at all. We're the ones who should be grateful. Thank you, Benefactor."

When Hanai bowed her head, the Dragon Blood Clan members behind her started offering their own farewells.

"You have to come back again!"

"Thank you for helping us!"

"Benefactor! Safe travels!"

"By the way, where is Yu Ji-a?"

"Huh? She was with us in the village..."

"Yu Ji-a!"

When one of the Dragon Blood Clan members called out her name, the others started calling for Yu Ji-a as well.

Seriously, this isn't a kindergarten where we're looking for a lost child.

She won't be able to hear us from the road.

Just as I was about to stop them, I saw Yu Ji-a running toward us from a distance.

"Baek...! No, Ye-a! Lee Hui-hyeon!"

Yu Ji-a, carrying something in her arms, stopped in front of us and smiled.

"Thank goodness! You haven't left yet!"

"Yu Ji-a, where did you go?"

"Here. Take this!"

What Yu Ji-a handed over was none other than rice balls.

"Yu Ji-a, did you make these?"

"Yes! I ate all the rice balls on our way here! They're not as good as the ones Han Su-a made, but they'll fill you up! Take them!"

...What's gotten into Yu Ji-a? Did she eat something weird?

But I accepted them gratefully.

"I see, you remembered that time. I'll enjoy them."

"Thank you, Yu Ji-a. We'll eat them well."

While we were exchanging goodbyes, our vehicle arrived.

"Well, it's really time for us to go now. Thank you for coming all this way to see us off."

"Not at all. Please travel safely."

"Goodbye!"

"See you again!"

"Yes, goodbye."

"Let's meet again."

And so, with the Dragon Blood Clan sending us off, we boarded the vehicle heading back to the human world.

Inside the vehicle, Hui-hyeon and I sat facing each other, talking.

"I'm glad they seem to have recovered quickly after everything that happened."

"It's better than staying depressed."

"Do you think they'll be okay?"

Hearing my worried tone, Hui-hyeon said:

"It wasn't just anyone, but Ye-a herself who took care of the aftermath. I'm sure the request for protection of the Dragon Blood Clan has been received by now, so they should be fine."

"It wasn't just anyone, but Ye-a."

For some reason, Hui-hyeon's sudden compliment made my face feel hot.

I don't usually dislike compliments, but this feels strange. What is this?

"That's right, I am pretty amazing at everything."

But since Hui-hyeon's compliment wasn't wrong, I proudly shrugged my shoulders.

Shrug, shrug.

"..."

"Why are you looking at me with that expression?"

"Nothing, it's nothing."

Hui-hyeon turned away without saying anything.

"Ow! Why did you pinch me all of a sudden?!"

"Something about your expression annoyed me."

"No, Ye-a. That was a look of admiration."

"Save your breath."

After bickering like this for a while and getting pinched several times, Hui-hyeon couldn't stand it anymore and stood up.

"Sit down, won't you?"

"I'll sit if you promise not to pinch me anymore."

"Fine, I won't pinch you anymore."

"Really? You're not just saying that and then going to pinch me anyway?"

"Hui-hyeon, I'm an exorcist of the Baek Clan. And I'm also a believer of the Won-gak Cult. Would I, as an exorcist, tell a lie?"

"...Really?"

"If you don't believe me, just keep standing."

"No, I'll sit."

And when Hui-hyeon sat down, I hit him instead.

"Ow!"

As Hui-hyeon looked at me with an aggrieved expression, I proudly said:

"I didn't say I wouldn't hit you."

"That's..."

This is the essential virtue of modern people: 'I didn't lie.'

I told Hui-hyeon I wouldn't pinch him, but I never said I wouldn't hit him.

In other words, I won the battle of wits against Hui-hyeon.

Ye-a.

Hui-hyeon rubbed his arm and said:

"Ye-a, your hands really hurt. You're good at both pinching and hitting, all-around talented Ye-a."

"..."

I hit him once more.

"Ow!"

"I feel a bit tired after using some strength."

As I stretched and spoke, Hui-hyeon gave me another strange look.

"What?"

"Nothing, it's nothing."

How bland.

I smiled at Hui-hyeon and then leaned my head against the backrest.

<>

In my dream, I was walking down a street.

A street in the real world.

But in the dream, I still looked like "Baek Ye-a."

However, I didn't look happy in the real world.

I was just taking one step after another in a miserable state.

How long had I been walking like that?

An advertisement for "Killing the Unkillable" played on an electronic billboard on the street.

A billboard showing Hui-hyeon and the heroines.

Looking at Hui-hyeon on the billboard, I murmured quietly:

'...I need to go back.'

...I need to go back.

Without fail.

<>

"Ye-a, Ye-a."

"Huh? Yes?"

"Are you okay? You were frowning in your sleep."

When I opened my eyes, I was sitting in the chartered vehicle returning to the human world.

What was that dream about?

Was it because I wanted to return to reality that I had such a dream?

I rubbed my eyes and asked Hui-hyeon:

"How long was I asleep?"

"About two hours."

"Really?"

I stretched as I answered Hui-hyeon.

"The talisman that Huye Jin gave me really works well. I never imagined I could sleep in a moving vehicle like this."

"Yeah, you threw up last time."

"..."

Well, thanks for bringing up that embarrassing memory I was trying to forget.

I guess it's considerate that he left out 'on me.'

I smiled at Hui-hyeon and said:

"Hui-hyeon, can we agree not to talk about that? It's really embarrassing every time it comes up."

At my "request," Hui-hyeon flinched slightly and said:

"...Sure, it's not a good memory anyway. Let's do that."

Ye-a.

"By the way, Ye-a. I have something to tell you."

After the vehicle had been driving for about ten more minutes, Hui-hyeon spoke to me.

"Something to tell me? What is it?"

"Can I be away from the academy for a few days?"

What came out of Hui-hyeon's mouth was quite unexpected.

"Away from the academy... Are you saying you won't be attending?"

To my question, Hui-hyeon explained defensively:

"Ah, of course I'll be back before the next practical training. I'll make sure of that. It's just that I have some exorcism-related business in another region."

Exorcism-related business in another region?

I felt a bit puzzled hearing Hui-hyeon's words.

In the game system, there are part-time jobs like spirit subjugation in other regions, but those are typically done during vacation periods.

But it's not vacation time now.

"Is it urgent?"

"Yes. It's something only I can do."

...I don't feel good about this.

If something happens to Hui-hyeon, who is still weaker than me, while he's alone in another region, it would be a serious problem.

I could forbid him from going using my authority as team leader, but the fact that he's bringing this up now means he's already made up his mind.

The fact that he didn't mention it earlier and is only bringing it up now suggests he's been thinking about it for quite some time.

After thinking for a moment, I said to Hui-hyeon:

"Alright, go ahead."

"Thanks, Ye-a."

"But you have to report to me every day about where you are and what you're doing. This is an order as your team leader."

That way, I can do something if contact is lost.

After hesitating for a moment, Hui-hyeon said:

"Okay, I understand. I'll do that."

"And one more thing."

"What is it?"

"Submit a detailed report about what you did when you return. You can do that much, right?"

That's necessary for me to authorize your official attendance at the academy.

"I understand."

"And..."

"Yes?"

"Be careful. Don't push yourself too hard."

"I will. Thank you."

Hui-hyeon smiled at me.

After that, we returned to the academy.

As I had instructed, Hui-hyeon submitted his report and temporarily left the academy.

He promised to report regularly until he returned.

Wearing the school uniform after a long time since the practical training, going to school again, and seeing the faces of classmates I hadn't seen for a while.

The time until the next practical training was supposed to be peaceful, and it should have been.

But my peace was shattered in a way I never expected.

"I looked into you. It was hard to find information about you for a successor candidate, but I eventually found out various things."

By Jin Seo-yeon, who had investigated me.

"Baek Ye-a, what are you now?"

Ch.98 - 1. Confrontation (1)
That day was good in many ways.

Little pleasant things happened, like waking up without a headache, feeling a nice breeze while walking outside, or arriving at the academy to find Jeong Yu-na had come early and greeted me with a smile.

"Did you see Yu Ji-a off well?" Yu-na asked when I arrived at the academy.

"Well... yes. I saw her off well. And Ji-a said she wants to become an Exorcist."

Instead of telling her that two skilled hunters from the Dragon Blood Clan village had been killed by monsters and everyone was feeling down, I only mentioned that Ji-a had decided to become an Exorcist.

She would definitely worry a lot if she heard about the bad things that happened in the Dragon Blood Clan village.

Besides, I had already taken care of the aftermath.

Yu-na smiled and said, "An Exorcist? I guess spending time with us made her suddenly want to become an Exorcist!"

"And Hui-hyeon will be away from the academy for a while on Exorcist business."

"Away from the academy? For how long?"

"According to what Hui-hyeon told me, it'll take about a week. He said he'd definitely be back before the next practical training."

"You must be feeling lonely being apart from Hui-hyeon for a whole week."

I sighed deeply at Yu-na who was looking at me with a subtle gaze.

Right, if I react here, she'll just keep teasing me.

Don't react, don't react.

In times like this, I need to show that it doesn't bother me at all.

"Lonely? I'm not lonely at all."

I thought that was a pretty good response, but for some reason, the corners of Yu-na's mouth turned up as if she was trying to hold back laughter.

"What's with that expression?"

"Nothing, it's nothing."

Hmm.

"Hi, everyone."

"Hello."

Just as I was about to show Yu-na a thing or two, Han Su-a and Yeon Ho-jin entered the classroom and greeted us.

"Hi, everyone!"

"Hello. Good morning."

After Yu-na and I greeted Ho-jin and Su-a, Su-a looked at Hui-hyeon's seat and said, "Huh? Hui-hyeon isn't here yet? He usually comes early, but he seems to be running late today."

"Ah, Hui-hyeon is away from the academy for a while on Exorcist business. He'll be back in about a week."

"Really? Even if it was urgent, he should have at least said goodbye before leaving."

Ho-jin grumbled lightly and then asked me, "Ye-a, did you see Ji-a off well?"

"Yes, I saw her off well."

"And Ji-a said she wants to become an Exorcist," Yu-na added.

Su-a responded with slight surprise, "Ji-a? I can't quite imagine it..."

As Su-a rested her chin on her hand, seemingly trying to picture Ji-a as an Exorcist, Ho-jin said, "I guess she wanted to become one after touring the academy last time. If she wants to become something just because of simple admiration, she might give up easily when she hits a wall."

"No. Admiration shouldn't be taken lightly as a motivation. After all, admiration is a very important motive for starting something."

Since they didn't know the details, Ho-jin and Su-a seemed to think that Ji-a wanted to become an Exorcist simply out of admiration.

If they saw her with bandages wrapped around her arm, they might take it more seriously, but I didn't want to upset the kids by talking about village matters, so I said, "Guys, let's talk about this later. Class is about to start, so let's go sit down."

"Oh, it's already that time."

"See you later, then."

After the two went to their seats, Yu-na asked me, "By the way, Ye-a, are you feeling okay?"

Yu-na suddenly asking about my physical condition.

I asked her, "Hm? Of course I'm fine. Why?"

"Nothing, you just look tired somehow."

...I definitely had a hard time dealing with the Dragon Blood Clan village incident.

Yu-na really has good eyes for detail.

I smiled at Yu-na and said, "Of course I'm fine. Don't worry too much."

"Alright, but if there's any problem, you have to tell me right away, okay?"

When lunchtime came, Yu-na said to me, "Ye-a, let's go have lunch together."

"Sure, just a moment."

I was putting my notebook and writing tools, which I had been using to organize the class content, into my bag and stood up when I found someone standing in front of my desk.

It was none other than Jin Seo-yeon.

Goodness.

"What? What do you want?"

I asked bluntly, still feeling some resentment from our last encounter, and Jin Seo-yeon said to me, "Baek Ye-a. I heard about it. They say you did great work at Seoha Village this time."

"You heard about it? From whom?"

"I heard it from Jin. She said you did something really significant."

Jin must refer to Huye Jin.

I thought they weren't close since they barely talked at the academy, but I guess they do chat occasionally.

Or maybe she just gave a few brief answers because Jin Seo-yeon kept pestering her. That seemed plausible.

That would be just like Jin Seo-yeon.

"So, are you here to praise me?"

"Praise? You did what any Exorcist should do. Are you expecting praise for that?"

*What a fucking rude way to talk, you psychopathic bitch without a mother.*

"If you have nothing else to say, move. I'm going to eat. Let's go, Yu-na."

"Huh? Okay."

Yu-na, who had been awkwardly standing behind me until then, followed me.

As we were passing by, Jin Seo-yeon said to me, "Baek Ye-a. Let's meet later."

"Why should I?"

"You'll definitely regret it if you don't come. Come to the training hall by 2 PM. I've said my piece."

"If I don't forget."

I replied to Jin Seo-yeon's words and walked past her.

"What's going on, Ye-a? Are you not on good terms with Jin Seo-yeon?" Yu-na asked me on our way to lunch.

"Yeah, we're not on good terms. There was a reason for it."

"What happened?"

There was no way I could say, "We had a match where I won but got beaten up badly." So I told Yu-na, "Just something that happened. Anyway, what should we have for lunch today?"

"Lunch? How about bibimbap?"

"...I'll pass."

But feeling uneasy about just letting it go, I thought I should go to the training hall later.

Just in case.

At 2 PM, as Jin Seo-yeon had said, I headed to the training hall.

Perhaps because practical training had just ended, the training hall was empty.

Or maybe Jin Seo-yeon had something to do with it.

"Usually, there's no one here at this time. That's why I called you here. Even I can't prevent other students from using the facilities."

Jin Seo-yeon said as she opened the door and entered while I was standing in the training hall.

"That's surprising. I thought you would definitely prevent other students from coming in."

"No matter how notorious our Jin Clan is, we wouldn't dare take away other Exorcists' right to train. That wouldn't be right."

Speaking like a moderate member of the notorious Jin Clan, Jin Seo-yeon said to me, "Baek Ye-a, do you know why I called you here?"

"Do you want to have another match? If that's the case, I can accept anytime."

"No, that's not it."

I was putting on a brave front while secretly worrying what I would do if that psychopath actually accepted, but fortunately, Jin Seo-yeon didn't seem particularly interested in a match.

That naturally made me wonder.

If that psychopath wasn't interested in a match, why did she call me here?

"Others might not know this, but I had an older brother."

Jin Seo-yeon suddenly started talking about her family.

"An older brother? Why are you suddenly bringing up family?"

"Just listen quietly."

Jin Seo-yeon closed the door of the training hall and walked toward me as she spoke.

"My brother was very kind, but he had no talent. He always put in tremendous effort, but he couldn't even perform the basic skills of an Exorcist like detecting Demonic Energy, releasing Spiritual Energy, or operating spiritual channels. Because of that, my brother was ridiculed within our clan. They called him a dog wearing a wolf's skin."

And when she reached the center of the training hall, Jin Seo-yeon suddenly stopped.

"Then one day, my brother suddenly developed talent. As if he had become a 'different person,' he gained the talent he had always wanted. I was happy too. I thought my brother wasn't a dog wearing a wolf's skin but a worthy successor candidate befitting our Jin Clan. Very naively, that is. But that wasn't the case."

"Why are you telling me this story?"

"I hate repeating myself. Just listen quietly."

With a tone like a growling wolf, I continued to listen to what Jin Seo-yeon had to say.

I needed to hear her out before deciding what to do next.

And Jin Seo-yeon's next words were enough to keep me silent.

"One day, while sparring with our mother, my brother suddenly stabbed her with a spear and killed her. Then he revealed his true colors. My brother was possessed. Possessed by a very malicious evil spirit. Since that day, I realized that talent doesn't just appear out of nowhere, and someone who seems to have suddenly gained talent must have been born with it in some way."

"...So what are you trying to say?"

"After our match that day, I looked into you. It was quite difficult because there's very little information for a Successor Candidate, but I eventually found out various things."

As I heard Jin Seo-yeon's words, I felt cold sweat running down my back.

"Baek Ye-a, what are you now?"

I thought a match would have been better than facing this question.

Ch.99 - 1. Confrontation (2)
"Baek Ye-a, what are you now?"

At Jin Seo-yeon's words, I was momentarily speechless.

What am I?

Between her earlier talk about "vessels" and now this—is she suspecting that I'm a transmigrator?

Based on the limited information I know about Baek Ye-a's childhood?

I decided to play dumb with Jin Seo-yeon.

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

At my response, the corners of Jin Seo-yeon's eyes lifted slightly.

"What did you say?"

"I'm already surprised that you investigated me after our match, but now you're jumping to conclusions about me being a vessel? Don't you realize this could escalate into a serious issue between our clans? What exactly makes you think I'm a vessel?"

I chose to hear more of what Jin Seo-yeon had to say.

If I had simply answered "I am me" or stumbled over my words, I wasn't sure what kind of "certainty" Jin Seo-yeon might gain.

Jin Seo-yeon responded with a cold expression.

"Baek Ye-a. The reason I called you here privately was to give you a chance."

"A chance? What do you mean?"

"I think you're a vessel."

Jin Seo-yeon spoke directly, without beating around the bush.

But I maintained my composure as best I could and replied.

"You're really crossing the line now. Do you understand what you're implying?"

"I understand perfectly, 'Baek Ye-a.' I understand very well."

Jin Seo-yeon continued, seemingly unconcerned.

"Don't think you can escape by recounting memories you might have. As you probably know, vessels share the memories of their hosts. My brother was the same, so I know this well. If you think having old memories will let you pass as normal, you're gravely mistaken."

Hearing Jin Seo-yeon's words, I thought to myself.

But that's not right. I don't have any of Baek Ye-a's pre-transmigration memories.

I don't even experience any emotions or memories that might remain in "Baek Ye-a's" body.

Other vessels apparently retain their host's memories completely, but I only remember my life in the real world and what I've experienced here.

Above all, I don't possess "Demonic Energy" that vessels typically control.

This was the difference between me and other vessels that I'd mentioned from the beginning.

But regardless of what I was thinking, Jin Seo-yeon continued.

"Once you've been caught, there's no escaping me. A wolf never stops hunting once it catches a scent."

Cold sweat ran down my back at Jin Seo-yeon's words.

I wished someone would come through that door and intervene.

But I tried to appear calm as I responded to Jin Seo-yeon.

"No matter how much you talk, you can't turn someone who isn't a vessel into one. If you've said everything you wanted to say, I'll be leaving now."

And I immediately tried to walk past Jin Seo-yeon to leave.

One step.

Two steps.

Three steps.

Each step toward Jin Seo-yeon felt incredibly heavy.

As I reached the door after passing by her, Jin Seo-yeon spoke from behind me.

"There will be a 'Calling' soon."

I turned to face Jin Seo-yeon at the mention of a "Calling."

"What did you say?"

"I've been taught that it's an exorcist's duty not to ignore ominous signs from the past. I've already reported everything, 'Baek Ye-a.' Or whatever you are—you're finished."

I left the training hall, ignoring Jin Seo-yeon's words.

As I walked down the corridor, I checked that no one was around, then collapsed against the wall, wiping the sweat from the back of my neck while taking deep breaths.

It was partly due to the tension from earlier, but also because of the "Calling" Jin Seo-yeon had mentioned.

A "Calling" is something ordinary exorcists never experience.

If there's going to be a "Calling," it means Jin Seo-yeon has passed credible information up the chain.

Which means they'll summon me to verify whether the original soul is still in the body.

In other words, they'll discover that I'm a vessel who has transmigrated into Baek Ye-a's body.

I thought I'd been managing well until now.

I thought nothing would happen going forward, so why is this happening?

Looking down at my hands, I could see them visibly trembling.

If I'm discovered, I'll certainly die.

"Ugh..."

The thought made me nauseous and queasy.

What should I do? Should I flee the academy?

But if I do that, who will take care of Hui-hyeon?

What about the other children?

Above all, even if I ran, my options would be limited, and the Baek Clan would surely hunt me down aggressively.

The Jin Clan might even help them.

My silver hair and golden eyes are so distinctive that everyone would recognize me.

Which meant I had to sit here quietly and accept the "Calling."

"Student Baek Ye-a, what are you doing sitting on the floor?"

I turned around at the voice to see Ji Seon-hwa standing there.

"Ah, Teacher..."

And with those words, I collapsed sideways.

<>

"Attack together!"

At the man's shout, several people rushed at Lee Hui-hyeon simultaneously.

As multiple blades converged on him, Lee Hui-hyeon lightly swung his sword to deflect them and cut down three men at once.

"Such a monster..."

Before the man could finish muttering, Lee Hui-hyeon's blade sliced through his neck.

After briefly looking down at the corpse, Lee Hui-hyeon surveyed the area to check if there were any survivors.

Confirming that everyone in this location was dead, he was about to leave when his gaze suddenly fixed on one spot.

"Hwayun, instead of just watching, why don't you come down?"

At that, a fruit attached to a tree transformed into a human figure and descended from the tree.

"I was definitely in fruit form this time, yet you still recognized me!"

"Anyone would be suspicious of fruit hanging from a dead tree."

After lightly scolding Hwayun, Lee Hui-hyeon shook the blood from his sword as Hwayun asked:

"You made quite a spectacle, Destroyer. Weren't these people you said you'd leave alone until the end? I recall you saying before that eliminating organizations hastily could cause unknown groups to emerge elsewhere..."

Lee Hui-hyeon silently turned to look at Hwayun.

Then he asked briefly:

"Did you know?"

"Pardon? Know what?"

"I asked if you knew."

Realizing there was no point in feigning ignorance, Hwayun replied:

"Yes, I knew."

No sooner had the words left his mouth than Lee Hui-hyeon swung his sword at Hwayun.

"Gah!"

"That's just one ear for now. Tell me everything truthfully. Why didn't you inform me when Shimae was nearby?"

Lee Hui-hyeon stared coldly at Hwayun with his black eyes rimmed in red, showing not a trace of mercy.

Despite blood dripping from his ear, Hwayun maintained an unwavering expression as he replied:

"As the Destroyer surely knows, there was no time to inform you. As you're aware, Shimae's ability is to appear and disappear unpredictably—no one knows where she comes from or where she goes. And at that time, one wrong move could have endangered Baek Ye-a as well."

After hearing Hwayun's explanation, Lee Hui-hyeon thought for a moment before saying:

"Since when have you cared so much about Ye-a?"

When Hwayun didn't answer, Lee Hui-hyeon sighed softly and continued:

"Fine, let's set that aside. Then why didn't you tell me about it later?"

"Didn't you see it too, Destroyer? The 'writing' made with entrails."

At Hwayun's words, Lee Hui-hyeon quietly regarded him before saying:

"From now on, regardless of what I see, report everything you know."

As Lee Hui-hyeon returned his ear, Hwayun reattached it and said:

"Yes, Destroyer. I will do so."

"And I told you to call me Lee Hui-hyeon."

As Lee Hui-hyeon was wrapping his sword in bandages again, Hwayun asked:

"Will you continue with this?"

Even with the subject omitted, Lee Hui-hyeon understood what Hwayun meant.

"Yes."

"May I ask why?"

As Hwayun spoke, Lee Hui-hyeon walked past him and replied:

"Because it keeps Ye-a safe."

"I'll accompany you."

"Not necessary."

"You're planning to eventually strike at the World-Ending Cult that creates and supports these groups, aren't you?"

Lee Hui-hyeon stopped at Hwayun's words.

"Simply striking at the World-Ending Cult won't be enough. You must strike at 'that person' who is the core of this plot to truly end it. If you disturb them carelessly, you'll only heighten their vigilance."

"I'll beat the information out of them."

As Lee Hui-hyeon was about to continue walking, Hwayun persisted:

"They're so widespread—how can you know where 'that person' is? Even with your approach, can you find them within 'one week'?"

Lee Hui-hyeon frowned slightly and said:

"So you're saying you'll help me find and strike at 'that person'?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Hwayun bowed respectfully and replied:

"Yes, Destroyer. Please allow me to assist you."

Lee Hui-hyeon silently regarded Hwayun.
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When I opened my eyes again, I was in the infirmary as expected.

"...Sigh."

I mumbled quietly as I half-raised myself from the bed.

No matter how strong the psychological pressure was, fainting seemed a bit much.

I was starting to think I might actually be quite weak-minded.

At least this time, unlike last time, there was no healing talisman attached to me.

They probably didn't use one since it was just a simple fainting spell.

Then I thought of Jin Seo-yeon.

The successor of the Jin Clan with dark gray hair and pink eyes.

Jin Seo-yeon.

How on earth did Jin Seo-yeon find out about my identity?

"Jin Seo-yeon..."

Sitting up, I tried to think as calmly as possible.

First, Jin Seo-yeon called me out not just to test me, but to force a "confession" from me.

This meant Jin Seo-yeon was confident that I was a vessel for transmigration.

Otherwise, she wouldn't have handled such an important matter—one that could cause conflict between clans—without reporting it upstairs and having me officially summoned for "The Calling."

The question was, what information had Jin Seo-yeon discovered about me...

Was the difference between the young Baek Ye-a and the current me really that noticeable?

No matter how capable I'd become, even Baek Ye-na had never caught on, so what could it be?

...No, thinking about this is pointless.

The real issue is how to prepare for the next "Calling."

As I was deep in thought, the infirmary curtain was pulled back, and Yu-na appeared.

After confirming no one was in the bed next to mine, Yu-na called my name and approached.

"Ye-a, you're awake!"

"Ah, Yu-na..."

"What happened? Everyone was shocked when they heard you suddenly collapsed again!"

Hearing Yu-na's words made me feel sorry for worrying the others.

Should I tell her everything about what happened with Jin Seo-yeon? Or should I hide it?

After a moment of deliberation, I decided to tell Yu-na.

"I think I might have overdone it after visiting the Dragon Blood Clan village. I'm sorry."

Hearing my words, Yu-na spoke in a somewhat stern tone.

"Haah, Ye-a... You promised me you'd take better care of your health. Remember what I said?"

"Of course I remember..."

"Really... I can't keep nagging someone who's sick. Taking care of your body comes first, so we'll talk later. If you start feeling unwell, tell me right away. Got it?"

"Got it. Thanks, Yu-na."

As I spoke to Yu-na, I felt a sense of guilt.

Did I really need to hide this from Yu-na too?

Where else would I find a friend who genuinely worries about me and overlooks my suspicious behavior?

Maybe I could tell Yu-na a little?

After hesitating for a moment, I opened my mouth.

"Hey, Yu-na."

"Yes?"

"What if, Yu-na. Just hypothetically speaking..."

As I stalled, Yu-na looked at me with a puzzled expression.

"What is it? It's not like you to beat around the bush. Do you have something important to say?"

I was about to talk about "transmigration" but swallowed my words.

No matter how sincere and caring a friend Yu-na was, she was fundamentally a conservative traditionalist.

If I told her I was a "vessel," would she treat me the same as before?

"Ye-a?"

After thinking for a moment, I decided to tone it down a bit.

"Yu-na, what do you think would happen if I received 'The Calling'...?"

After a moment of blank staring, Yu-na asked:

"From the way you're asking, this isn't about an ordinary summons. You mean THAT 'Calling,' right?"

"Yes."

When I nodded, Yu-na burst out laughing.

"Haha, what a strange question. You, receiving 'The Calling'? That's really funny!"

And she laughed again.

But when I quietly stared at her, Yu-na gradually stopped laughing and asked:

"...Are you serious?"

"Yes..."

Then Yu-na exclaimed dramatically:

"You're getting 'The Calling'?! YOU?!"

Unlike before, her voice was much louder, and I hastily said:

"Wait, you're too loud."

"Ah, sorry. But how did this happen? You haven't done anything wrong! If anything, you've done things worthy of praise! What could possibly be the reason?"

"Well... Jin Seo-yeon reported that I'm suspected of being possessed by an evil spirit."

Hearing my words, Yu-na spoke with genuine bewilderment:

"What? Why would Jin Seo-yeon do that? Is that why she called you out earlier?"

"Yes. When I went, she accused me of being a vessel. I was fine when I ignored her and left, but as I kept walking, my heart suddenly started racing..."

Yu-na, who had been silently watching me, opened her mouth.

"...So that's why you collapsed? Because of Jin Seo-yeon?"

"Yes."

After I revealed some of the truth, Yu-na abruptly stood up.

"Yu-na, what's wrong?"

"I'm going to confront Jin Seo-yeon."

I barely managed to grab Yu-na as she was about to dash out.

"Wait, Yu-na! So suddenly?"

"It's not sudden. Ye-a, Jin Seo-yeon has slandered and insulted my precious friend and our good team leader. Standing by in the face of such injustice goes against human decency, let alone an exorcist's duty. I'm going to get an apology."

I appreciated Yu-na's sincere anger on my behalf, but now wasn't the time for that.

The fact that "The Calling" was happening meant there was substantial evidence, and if Yu-na went to Jin Seo-yeon and heard such information, it could lead to trouble.

Above all, if she did that...

Still holding Yu-na's sleeve, I said:

"Yu-na, please calm down for a moment."

"Calm down? How can I calm down after hearing this?"

Yu-na spoke to me in her usual calm tone, but with an underlying chill.

It felt like something serious would happen if I didn't stop her.

"There's no need to make this bigger by confronting her."

"Ye-a, you're too soft, that's the problem. You need to be firm when someone wrongs you. That way, they won't look down on you. If no one stands up for you in situations like this, people will think you're an easy target."

"Please just let it go for now. I'm asking you."

At my plea, Yu-na sighed lightly and sat back down beside me.

"I think I understand what you're thinking, Ye-a. You don't want to escalate the issue when you're already facing 'The Calling,' right? You're worried about me getting caught in the crossfire."

"...That's right."

If Yu-na went to protest to Jin Seo-yeon, she might be suspected of being involved in this matter too.

With two potentially suspicious people in the team, the other members might unnecessarily suffer as well.

And that was absolutely not what I wanted.

Hearing my words, Yu-na sighed lightly and said:

"Even so, how can you ask me to stand by while you're being wronged?"

"Please. Nothing will happen."

Silence filled the infirmary for a moment.

After a quiet pause, Yu-na asked me:

"Are you going to tell the others about this?"

"For now, just keep it between us. I'll tell the others when the time is right."

"Alright, Ye-a. If you change your mind later, just let me know. I'm on your side no matter what. Understood?"

"I understand. Thank you, Yu-na."

I thanked Yu-na sincerely.

But at the same time, my heart was filled with worry.

Yu-na trusted me so much, but if she found out I really was a vessel...

Just as our conversation ended, the infirmary curtain was pulled back, and Ho-jin and Su-a entered.

"Ah, Ye-a!"

"Ye-a, how are you feeling?"

"I'm fine."

"We were so worried when we heard you collapsed suddenly. Are you really okay?"

"Yes, I'm really fine. Look, they didn't even put a healing talisman on me."

"Seriously, Ye-a, you faint too often for an exorcist."

"I'm sorry, everyone."

After that, I chatted normally with the three of them as if nothing had happened.

All while carrying anxiety in my heart.



After finally escaping the infirmary—but not before getting another lecture from Si Eun-mi about failing to take care of my body despite being an exorcist—I arrived home after school to find an envelope containing the daily report Hui-hyeon had promised.

I took the envelope in my right hand and entered the house.

"I'm home."

As soon as I got inside, I put down my bag and flopped onto the bed.

Due to the special nature of "The Calling," it happens suddenly without any prior notice to the person being summoned.

In a way, Jin Seo-yeon telling me in advance could be seen positively—it gave me time to prepare.

But what good was that when I couldn't actually do anything to prepare?

The most I could do was mentally brace myself.

"It would be nice if there were some technique to hide one's soul."

Unfortunately, even I, with all my game knowledge, didn't know of such a technique.

There was never any need for a soul-hiding tool in Hui-hyeon's growth path.

Then a thought suddenly occurred to me.

It was strange how these problems started right after Hui-hyeon disappeared.

That kid couldn't do anything without me, but like any mascot, wasn't Hui-hyeon actually a symbol of my good luck?

...He was definitely a lucky charm. Thanks to him, I got another chance in the previous cycle.

"Hup!"

With a light exclamation, I got up and opened the report Hui-hyeon had sent.

There was nothing special in it, just a plain account of exorcism.

'Exterminated a level 37 evil spirit. No issues.' That was literally the end of the message.

He really writes such boring reports. Is neat handwriting all that matters?

Deciding to think about countermeasures later, I wrote a reply to Hui-hyeon's report.

I'm not sure why, but I just felt like doing it.

Ch.101 - 1. Confrontation (4)
Everyone knows about the five stages of grief.

You know, the ones that circulate online as Simpson family memes.

That night, I went through all five stages.

Stage 1: Denial.

"No way, there's no chance I've been discovered. I was so careful."

Stage 2: Anger.

"Damn it."

Stage 3: Bargaining.

"At this point, couldn't I just regress one more time? If I could do it once more, I wouldn't even curse at Hui-hyeon or complain as much."

Stage 4: Depression.

"..."

Stage 5: Acceptance.

"Right, the previous run was going well. Of course hardcore difficulty means hiding my identity would be hardcore difficulty too."

Having somewhat sorted out my feelings, I started taking care of the aftermath—preparing what a "person wrongfully accused of being a vessel" would reasonably do, and organizing information that could help Hui-hyeon if I suddenly disappeared.

Just in case, by some miracle, my identity as a vessel hadn't been discovered yet, or even if I were to be executed, I wanted to make sure I could still look after Hui-hyeon.

I'd been putting this off because of the risk of discovery and because I thought I could stay with Hui-hyeon until the end.

But now it seems I won't be able to stay with him until the end this time.

"...I wonder what Hui-hyeon is doing right now."

No doubt he's sleeping comfortably in his lodgings.

Maybe he's even preparing something for tomorrow's plans.

At least it's fortunate that he's not here.

Putting my thoughts aside, I diligently organized information and what I considered the best strategy.

The problem was where to put it.

Come to think of it, I still had items for Hui-hyeon at my place that I needed to deliver.

If I left them at home and was later confirmed to be a vessel, they'd find these suspicious items during the investigation and add "the crime of foreknowledge" to my charges.

If that happened, I definitely wouldn't die peacefully.

At minimum, I'd be dismembered.

For a moment, I imagined myself being dismembered.

Hmm.

If this scene appeared in a game, I'd definitely get an unflattering nickname.

Something like "Boneless Ye-a."

Setting aside these random thoughts, I tried to think of a place to leave the items and "strategy guide" for Hui-hyeon.

Banks were out of the question, and any storage place in my name was absolutely not an option.

Logically, those would be the first places they'd search, and if they found these things, I'd be dismembered.

Even thinking about hiding them in such places was asking for dismemberment.

Dismemberment is when your limbs get dismembered.

I shook my head to clear these distracting thoughts.

When your life is on the line, all sorts of strange ideas pop up.

This is why I get mocked on message boards.

I couldn't entrust them to Yu-na or the others either, which meant...

I slumped over my desk and muttered quietly.

"Could I just... give them directly to Hui-hyeon?"

Wait, that's actually not bad.

Though I was just talking to myself, it seemed like a pretty good idea.

Right, this could work.

Why not just give everything directly to the person concerned?

No need to entrust it to someone or have it delivered—I could just leave it in Hui-hyeon's dorm room.

By the time Hui-hyeon returns, things will have been decided one way or another, but the outcome of him receiving the information won't change.

As I mentioned before, security at the dormitory is incredibly lax, so sneaking in and out wouldn't be difficult.

Was the key to open dorm room doors kept in Yegak Academy's dormitory management office?

In the previous run, I saw the manager take it out when students collapsed during the "dormitory incident."

Normally, I wouldn't have considered such a bold move, but right now my life was hanging by a thread.

If I was doomed either way, I might as well do something useful before the end.

This was for Hui-hyeon and the world.

It suddenly occurred to me that what I was doing was like a righteous thief from stories.

I'm definitely a righteous thief, giving treasures to save the world to Hui-hyeon, who can't do anything without me.

Despite my intense nervousness and readiness to face the consequences, the task turned out to be surprisingly easy.

I just went in and took the key without any trouble.

Even though this place housed Exorcists, how could they be so careless with their keys?

Thinking this while planning such a deed myself, I tiptoed up to Hui-hyeon's room.

Then it occurred to me—why am I tiptoeing?

I could just walk normally.

Standing in front of Hui-hyeon's door, I took a deep breath.

Even though I'd been here before, my heart was racing at the thought of entering Hui-hyeon's room.

"...Alright."

After taking a deep breath, I opened the door and went in.

Hui-hyeon's room was still extremely neat, just like before.

"Wow, it's really tidy no matter when I see it."

A neatly made bed, a desk, and a few pieces of clothing.

The only difference was that one bag was missing.

Somehow, it felt like everything Hui-hyeon owned was in this room.

Surely he must have his own place somewhere else, right?

"Excuse me, Hui-hyeon."

I took off my shoes and entered Hui-hyeon's room.

After putting down my bag, I looked around wondering where to leave it, and my eyes fell on Hui-hyeon's bed.

Going closer, I noticed the bedding still had stains despite having been washed.

I can't believe the stains from when I spat out medicine are still there.

"I'm sorry, Hui-hyeon."

Apologizing to the absent Hui-hyeon, I lifted his blanket. Would it be good to hide it here?

But if I hide it like this, it might cause problems if there's an investigation...

Should I hide it under the bed?

"Yes, let's hide it under the bed."

With that thought, I bent down to look under the bed and discovered a book.

"...What's this?"

Taking it out, I saw it was a book with no markings.

As I was about to set the unmarked book aside, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

...Come to think of it, guys Hui-hyeon's age, like me, often hide adult magazines under their beds.

Should I take a look?

Ch.102 - 1. Confrontation (5)
A small village away from Seongyang City.

The man guarding the village during curfew hours noticed Lee Hui-hyeon passing by the village entrance.

Upon spotting Lee Hui-hyeon, the man called out to him.

"Please stop right there. I need to check your identification."

"..."

Lee Hui-hyeon stopped as instructed by the man.

Lee Hui-hyeon handed over his ID card. After examining it, the man returned it and said, "So you're Exorcist Jeong Pyeong-woo from the Cheongmyeong Association. What brings an exorcist like yourself to these parts in the middle of the night?"

In response to the man's question about his fake ID, Lee Hui-hyeon replied, "You don't need to know. If you're done with your inspection, I'll be on my way."

As Lee Hui-hyeon attempted to pass by, the man persistently held him back and said, "I'm currently protecting this village according to local laws established under the Human World's legal system. This village enforces a curfew at night, and you're currently violating that law. Therefore, if you don't state your business, I'll have no choice but to detain you under the authority of the village security force."

Lee Hui-hyeon silently stared at the man.

For a moment, the man felt overwhelmed, but noticing that the pressure he felt contained no hostility, he quietly waited for Lee Hui-hyeon's next words.

It wasn't long before Lee Hui-hyeon spoke.

"People have been disappearing in this area recently, haven't they?"

"...So you came regarding that matter?"

The man let out a light sigh.

So that was it.

The man immediately understood Lee Hui-hyeon's words, as he had suspected something was amiss.

Despite all the reports they had submitted, there had been no response until now. Had they finally sent an exorcist?

"I came to resolve that issue."

"Aren't your colleagues coming with you?"

"No, I'm just here for an initial investigation."

Upon hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, the man slightly furrowed his brow.

Though he wasn't entirely sure, exorcists typically worked in pairs when conducting investigations.

Yet the man before him was alone.

Thinking about it further, wandering alone in the middle of the night was also quite suspicious.

After a moment's thought, the man said, "I see. If you don't mind, I'd like to accompany you..."

-Thud.

Suddenly, the man's body was lurching forward.

As his face hit the ground, his consciousness instantly slipped into a deep sleep.

"..."

Lee Hui-hyeon looked down at the unconscious man, still gripping the hilt of his sword.

Normally, he could have passed by undetected, but perhaps he was more agitated than usual.

While passing the village entrance, he had unexpectedly encountered the man on patrol.

After returning the sword to his waist, Lee Hui-hyeon propped the man against a tree and hastened his steps.

---

"Let's see here."

After pushing the items I'd brought under Hui-hyeon's bed, I opened a book, relying on the moonlight.

So these are the dirty books Hui-hyeon reads.

Is this where his preferences are revealed?

...Surely it's not full of pictures of girls who look like me, right?

"Ta-da."

With a small exclamation, I opened the book and its contents came into view.

Unfortunately, the book's contents weren't erotic at all.

The content was...

"...What is this?"

No matter which page I turned to, strange drawings filled each side.

It made me wonder if Hui-hyeon might actually be a bit mentally disturbed.

"What on earth is this?"

It wasn't a diary either. Does Hui-hyeon have some peculiar drawing hobby?

This just makes me more curious.

After examining the strange drawings for a while, I realized they followed a certain pattern.

This is...

"Pictographic writing... maybe?"

Come to think of it, I felt like I'd seen drawings similar to what Hui-hyeon had drawn in this book somewhere before.

But where had I seen them?

After racking my brain for a moment, I soon gave up trying to remember.

At the very least, I thought these characters seemed even older than the ancient script I'd seen when seeking enlightenment.

Didn't writing in the real world also start with pictographs before evolving?

It might be incorrect to say this, but even Hangul is somewhat like pictographs derived from speech organs.

If that's the case, this is definitely some form of writing. One that perhaps only Hui-hyeon or a select few in this world know.

No wonder I wouldn't recognize it.

But I had the All-Seeing Eye.

In reality, it wasn't useful for interpreting Chinese characters that needed further interpretation, but for characters that could be expressed as pictures in one go, I might be able to decipher them.

"...Come to think of it, Hui-hyeon said he was a descendant of the Divine Palace."

Could these characters be related to the Divine Palace then?

I rummaged through my bag and pulled out a flashlight.

Secretly looking at this might be wrong, but it's more Hui-hyeon's fault for making me so curious.

In other words, I'm not at fault.

Yes, that's right.

I pulled down the blanket from the bed and covered myself to prevent light from leaking out, then turned on the flashlight.

After that, when I used the All-Seeing Eye, I began to read the characters in the book.

---

One of the important tasks of the World-Ending Cult is to create bodies for high-ranking demons to possess.

The place Lee Hui-hyeon was heading to was one such location where this "process" took place.

After cutting through a spatial barrier that even exorcists would find difficult to penetrate, Lee Hui-hyeon entered and instinctively frowned at the scene inside.

He saw "former humans" whose souls had already been extracted to become vessels, as well as humans who were either slumped over, intoxicated by drugs while waiting for their turn, or trembling and crying because their turn hadn't come yet.

This was the true nature of what they always referred to as "offerings."

"Demons shall destroy all."

"Our wish-granter, the Unkillable. Descend upon us."

Some of them were reciting the World-Ending Cult's phrases while dragging people—clearly kidnapped from nearby—on carts like animals being taken to slaughter.

Lee Hui-hyeon silently beheaded the cult member who was pulling people from behind.

When weight suddenly shifted to the back of the cart, other cult members turned around in confusion, but before they could look back, Lee Hui-hyeon moved forward and severed their necks.

Soon, however, someone spotted Lee Hui-hyeon and sounded the alarm.

Since he hadn't planned to infiltrate secretly and kill them gradually anyway, Lee Hui-hyeon thought this was actually better and charged inside.

Lee Hui-hyeon cut down the cult members who rushed at him with swords.

The cult members fell easily to Lee Hui-hyeon's blade, but that wasn't because they were weak.

Each cult member had physical abilities nearly comparable to those of an exorcist.

But to Lee Hui-hyeon, the cult members were merely "meat ripe for cutting." Nothing more.

Though Lee Hui-hyeon's body was stained red with the blood that burst from the slashed cult members, he didn't stop.

He only wondered when these people would reach their limit.

As expected from his "previous life," their side would soon reach its breaking point.

Sure enough, as if they realized they couldn't continue like this, a loud voice soon echoed through the cave.

"Stop all operations and gather! There's only one opponent! Quickly, form ranks!"

Upon seeing the person who appeared to be the leader, Lee Hui-hyeon thought:

So he was there.

As Lee Hui-hyeon approached, the leader, surrounded by layers of cult members, spoke to him.

"Who are you?"

Lee Hui-hyeon didn't respond and raised his head, which had been lowered until then.

Upon seeing Lee Hui-hyeon's eyes, the leader spoke as if he understood.

"Black eyes rimmed with red. I've heard about you before."

Lee Hui-hyeon stood still with his sword drawn, as if telling the leader to continue.

"Cursed Spider Lily, why do you kill us?"

So this is what he's saying this time.

The leader's changing words and actions were a source of amusement for Lee Hui-hyeon.

Of course, the outcome—death—remained unchanged.

After hearing the leader's words, Lee Hui-hyeon moved forward again, as if there was nothing more worth listening to.

"Protect the leader!"

Lee Hui-hyeon expressionlessly cut down the cult members who continued to rush at him.

---

After reading all of Hui-hyeon's book, I silently closed it.

"...What on earth is this?"

At first, I just wanted to take a quick look, but before I knew it, I had spent hours reading and rereading Hui-hyeon's book.

What is this? Did Hui-hyeon know everything all along?

Could it be that Hui-hyeon also came back with me?

Had I just been assuming that Hui-hyeon wouldn't know anything?

Thinking about it now, there were certainly some strange things, but...

Staggering to my feet, I opened Hui-hyeon's desk drawer to confirm for sure.

Inside Hui-hyeon's desk drawer was the Won-gak Cult scripture that I had tried so hard to obtain.

Ch.103 - 1. Confrontation (6)
Lee Hui-hyeon emotionlessly shook the blood from his sword after clearing out the World-Ending Cult's hideout.

This time wasn't much different either.

Lee Hui-hyeon eliminated the underlings, and then the leader revealed himself at the end after watching Lee Hui-hyeon's work.

Then came a brief fight.

As always, Lee Hui-hyeon killed the leader without any complications.

After all, this place that Lee Hui-hyeon had raided wasn't under Cheongdam's management.

After disposing of the vessels, Lee Hui-hyeon looked at the other survivors.

But despite Lee Hui-hyeon saving them, the people looked at him with eyes full of fear.

Turning his gaze away from them, Lee Hui-hyeon looked in the direction he had come from.

Soon the barrier would be lifted, and the freed people would spread the story themselves.

Lee Hui-hyeon wrapped a bandage around his sword and headed in the opposite direction of the rising red sun.

<>

I remained in a daze even after I secretly left the dormitory and returned the key, then made my way to the academy.

Last night, I had gone to Hui-hyeon's dorm room to give him items and a "walkthrough guide" so that even if I disappeared, he could still save this world.

Until then, I had thought Hui-hyeon was just a newbie who couldn't do anything without me.

Even though occasionally some strange settings I didn't know about would pop up, I never felt like he knew more than me or was stronger than me.

But what I found in Hui-hyeon's room was a "walkthrough guide" with even more detailed information than the one I had written.

And it seemed like a guide containing information from not just "one or two" playthroughs.

Of course, unlike me who deliberately wrote a walkthrough, it felt more like his notes had naturally become a guide as he organized "things to do in the future."

Even now, my bag contained Hui-hyeon's "walkthrough guide" and the Won-gak Cult scripture.

"...Sigh."

A sigh escaped me involuntarily.

Strangely, rather than feeling betrayed that Hui-hyeon had deceived me, I recalled the memories of Hui-hyeon and me that I had seen in my mind before.

In those memories, Hui-hyeon and I looked truly happy.

So happy that it felt like we could exist in this world with just the two of us.

Perhaps because I had cut off a part of myself, I wasn't sure if those emotions were truly mine, but that was the feeling I got.

If that was the case, then the memories from previous cycles weren't just mine but shared memories that Hui-hyeon also remembered. So why hadn't he said anything to me?

Was I that untrustworthy?

Maybe he understood the insults I threw at him when we first met?

...Hmm.

Perhaps his departure for exorcism-related business was connected to this "walkthrough guide."

My head was becoming crowded with various thoughts.

"Ye-a, what are you thinking about so deeply?"

Jeong Yu-na, who had somehow made it to my desk, called out to me.

"Huh? What? When did you get here?"

"Just now. You didn't seem to hear me greeting you. Are you okay?"

I smiled at Yu-na, who was looking at me with concern.

"Ah, sorry. I was just lost in thought."

"Is it because of that issue?"

When I heard Yu-na mention "that issue," I remembered the situation I was in.

Right, I was currently on the verge of being exposed as a "vessel."

But since it provided a good excuse, I nodded and said, "Yeah, I guess so."

"Ye-a, remember what I told you? If you ever change your mind, just let me know, okay?"

I knew well that nothing would change even if I said anything, but I was grateful to Yu-na for worrying about me, so I silently nodded.

Then Yu-na said, "At times like this, it would be a great comfort to you if Hui-hyeon were here."

I looked at Yu-na, thinking she might be teasing again, but her expression was surprisingly serious.

"Why do you think that?"

"Just that it would be nice to have one more person around who cares about you at times like this."

Since she wasn't wrong, I nodded again and said, "I guess you're right..."

Then, remembering the "red talisman" from before, I asked Yu-na, "By the way, Yu-na. You mentioned before that Hui-hyeon was skilled, right?"

After recalling something for a moment, Yu-na replied, "Huh? Ah, yes! I did. Why?"

"Was it really Hui-hyeon who turned the talisman red?"

"Yes! That's right. I was surprised. I thought with Hui-hyeon's skills, he would have ranked 1st or 2nd, but he was 25th. That's why I was surprised!"

"Why didn't you mention it again back then?"

Yu-na tilted her head and said, "I thought maybe Hui-hyeon was just weak at written tests despite appearances! Did I need to bring it up again?"

Seeing Yu-na's genuinely puzzled expression, I shook my head and said, "No, it just came to mind suddenly."

"What's with that? So anticlimactic. Oh, by the way, after the next practical session, we'll have exams soon. Want to study together?"

"You know I'm facing 'The Calling' soon."

Yu-na looked slightly puzzled and said, "Yes! So what? You've done nothing wrong, Ye-a. It'll just pass, no big deal."

At Yu-na's words, I felt a twinge in my chest.

How far was she planning to go to move me?

Her unwavering faith made me feel even more guilty.

Actually, Yu-na, I really am a vessel...

But not wanting to say it now, I told Yu-na, "Sure, let's study together next time."

"Great, is that a promise? Let's all study together then—Hui-hyeon, Ho-jin, and Su-a too."

"...Yeah, let's all do it together."

I made a promise to Yu-na that I couldn't keep.

A promise to study for exams together.


Later, after the morning assembly ended, Ji Seon-hwa called me aside.

"Baek Ye-a, do you know why I called you?"

I thought I knew why Ji Seon-hwa had called me without her having to say it.

Since she was the one who saw me before I collapsed, she must have called me because of that incident.

From what Si Eun-mi told me, Ji Seon-hwa had gone through trouble because of me again.

I was planning to find her and thank her anyway.

I bowed my head to Ji Seon-hwa and said, "Yes, and thank you for taking me to the infirmary."

At my expression of gratitude, Ji Seon-hwa's stern expression softened and became gentler.

Given her personality, she probably intended to scold me for not taking care of my health, but her heart softened when she saw me in person.

Ji Seon-hwa spoke to me in a concerned tone, "Baek Ye-a. Is there something wrong with your body? You can always be honest with me."

"I just overexerted myself a bit. I'm sorry for causing you worry."

"No, worrying about students is a teacher's duty. Baek Ye-a, do you have any health issues? Like occasional paralysis in your spiritual meridians, or unexplained muscle pain?"

The symptoms Ji Seon-hwa described were typical of the Black Death.

A disease that causes spiritual meridians to rot and turn black, leading to death—a disease that can affect anyone with spiritual meridians regardless of age or gender.

It was perhaps natural for her to worry about this, given how weak and prone to collapsing I seemed for an exorcist.

"No, I don't have such symptoms. I'm really fine."

"If you ever experience such symptoms, please tell me immediately. I'll help you. Understood?"

"Yes, thank you, Teacher."

As I was about to return to class after saying goodbye, Ji Seon-hwa called me back.

"Oh, Baek Ye-a."

"Yes, Teacher?"

"I haven't seen Lee Hui-hyeon lately. Where has he gone?"

At Ji Seon-hwa's question, my feelings became complicated for a moment.

I wasn't sure if what I was about to say about Hui-hyeon's whereabouts was actually true.

"Ah, I was going to submit a report but didn't get the chance. Hui-hyeon is currently away on exorcism-related business."

I thought I saw a change in Ji Seon-hwa's eyes for a moment after hearing my report about Hui-hyeon, but she quickly returned to her usual expression, nodded, and said, "I see. Make sure he returns in time for the practical training."

"Yes, Teacher."

After my conversation with Ji Seon-hwa, I returned to the classroom, sat down, and slightly opened my bag to look at the scripture and book I had found in Hui-hyeon's room.

Jeon In-hwa was definitely in the "walkthrough guide" too.

It contained information about Jeon In-hwa's "origin"—a shameful secret of the Jeon Clan that no one but me should have known—as well as how to deal with her accordingly.

Although Jeon In-hwa hadn't been seen since returning from the practical training, I looked back just in case and saw her sitting at her desk reading a book.

Our eyes met, and Jeon In-hwa greeted me with a smile.

Perhaps she hasn't heard about "The Calling" yet.

I nodded politely to Jeon In-hwa in greeting, then faced forward and thought.

I should talk to Jeon In-hwa later too.

Ch.104 - 1. Confrontation (7)
When lunchtime came, I declined Yuna's offer to eat together and went to find Jeon In-hwa instead.

True to her reputation as a light eater, In-hwa had already finished her meal quickly and was drinking tea with her lunchbox from home placed beside her.

I approached In-hwa and said, "Fellow Student Jeon In-hwa, could I talk with you for a moment?"

In-hwa turned to look at me and smiled brightly. "Ah, Fellow Student Baek Ye-a. It's really nice to see you again. Of course. Please, have a seat."

She gladly offered me a place to sit beside her and continued, "It feels like it's been a long time since we've had a conversation after I told you about the assassination attempt. How have you been, Fellow Student Baek? Has everything been alright?"

I recalled Hui-hyeon's "strategy guide" in my mind.

Instead of telling her that nothing had happened thanks to Hui-hyeon's protection, I said to In-hwa, "Yes, nothing happened because I took precautions after hearing your warning."

"That's a relief. I'm so glad nothing happened to you, Fellow Student Baek. I've been busy with other matters and couldn't pay much attention to your situation. Though I did have faith in you."

"Thank you."

After exchanging pleasantries, I tried to ask In-hwa about Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Um, Jeon In—"

"By the way, Fellow Student Baek, I hear you'll be receiving 'The Calling' soon."

Surprised by the sudden question before I could finish speaking, I asked, "What? Where did you hear that?"

Seeing my startled response, In-hwa looked at me with an expression suggesting she hadn't expected such a reaction.

"From your tone, it seems you already knew you'd be receiving 'The Calling.'"

I realized my mistake in responding that way, but quickly decided it didn't matter. It wasn't something I needed to hide anyway.

"Yes, Jin Seo-yeon called me in and suddenly accused me of being a vessel. She said I'd be receiving 'The Calling' soon too."

"Seo-yeon did that? That's quite unexpected."

In-hwa referred to Jin Seo-yeon in a rather familiar tone.

"Do you know Jin Seo-yeon?"

I hadn't seen Huye Jin and Jin Seo-yeon having many private conversations, so I wasn't sure if they were close, but I did know that Jin Seo-yeon and Jeon In-hwa were somewhat friendly. I asked anyway to keep the conversation flowing naturally.

In-hwa nodded and said, "Yes, we've had some interactions since childhood, so we're somewhat acquainted. But I'm surprised Seo-yeon would do that. She's actually quite cautious despite appearances, not the type to make such accusations lightly..."

That's news to me.

To think that Jin Seo-yeon, who gave me such headaches with her psychopathic behavior in the previous timeline, was actually cautious by nature.

Are all cautious people dead or something?

I might accept someone calling me cautious, but the word hardly seemed to fit Jin Seo-yeon.

While I was lost in these thoughts, In-hwa, who had been pondering something, said to me, "I've finished most of my urgent business. I should go ask her directly why she did that."

After saying this, In-hwa stood up, picking up her lunchbox and thermos.

As she was about to leave, I grabbed her, thinking that if I let her go to Jin Seo-yeon without getting my answer, she might avoid me in the future.

"Ah, before you go, could I ask you something quickly?"

"Yes, Fellow Student Baek. What is it?"

"Do you often talk with Hui-hyeon?"

Hearing my question, In-hwa smiled slightly at the mention of Hui-hyeon and replied, "Yes, we always have many conversations. I don't see him today though. Where is he?"

"Hui-hyeon is away on exorcism business in the provinces."

"I see. I was hoping to give him some guidance on the scriptures after so long."

Hearing In-hwa's words, I felt oddly irritated.

What's this? I just asked to confirm something, but why am I so annoyed?

"I see. Thank you for telling me."

"From your reaction, it seems you weren't aware that Lee Hui-hyeon and I meet regularly?"

In-hwa asked with a puzzled expression.

Of course I didn't know. Neither you nor Hui-hyeon ever bothered to tell me.

But I didn't show my feelings and said, "No, I was just curious about how often you talk. I'll be going now."

"Yes, Fellow Student Baek. See you next time."

I walked back into the academy with an uncomfortable feeling in my chest, thinking:

Hui-hyeon is definitely dead when he gets back.

As I was walking down the hallway, I made eye contact with Jin Seo-yeon coming from the opposite direction.

She frowned as if she'd seen something unpleasant and quickly walked past me.

"...Sigh."

This is really annoying.

Damn it.

<>

When Lee Hui-hyeon returned to the inn, he glanced around briefly.

Hwayun hasn't arrived yet?

Before entering the building, Hui-hyeon paused slightly.

"..."

Then he silently walked into the building.

"Welcome back, guest," the female innkeeper at the reception desk greeted him cheerfully.

As Hui-hyeon bowed slightly and was about to go upstairs, the woman called out to him.

"Oh, just a moment, sir. A lady came looking for you."

A lady.

It definitely wasn't Hwayun.

There would be no need to inform him if Hwayun had come, since she was staying in the same room.

"What did she look like?"

At Hui-hyeon's question, the woman furrowed her brow slightly and said, "Well, if I had to describe her... Oh, she was a very beautiful woman."

"Where is she now?"

"She waited for a while and then went upstairs. When I told her she couldn't wait up there, she asked for a room. She said to let you know when you arrived. She's in room 308."

"...Thank you for letting me know."

After hearing the woman's words, Hui-hyeon felt somewhat uneasy.

The way this woman who was looking for him handled the situation reminded him of Baek Ye-a.

But if Baek Ye-a had come to find him personally, she would almost certainly have mentioned his silver hair and golden eyes.

Hui-hyeon climbed the stairs to the third floor.

Hui-hyeon stopped in front of the door marked "Room 308."

He knocked on the door a couple of times, but there was no response from inside.

With no choice, he pulled the door handle, and the door slid open smoothly as if someone had been waiting for him.

Entering the room, he found it clean with no luggage or belongings.

However, Hui-hyeon detected a subtle disturbance in the flow of energy in the air.

"..."

After entering room 308, Hui-hyeon stopped in front of the wardrobe and said, "Should I come to you? Or would you prefer to come out?"

A moment of silence passed.

As Hui-hyeon tapped the hilt of his sword, a woman's voice came from inside the wardrobe.

"As expected of Hui-hyeon. You noticed right away even though I was hiding."

The wardrobe door creaked open, and a pale white hand appeared.

Hui-hyeon quickly thrust his sword toward the opening wardrobe, but he didn't feel it connect with anything.

Having already seen where the woman had gone, Hui-hyeon turned around.

The woman who had been inside was now standing behind him, looking at him with a playful smile.

No words were exchanged between them, but Hui-hyeon pointed his sword at the woman.

"...You're that woman I saw in the forest at Seoha Village, aren't you?"

At Hui-hyeon's words, the woman smiled and said, "I wonder? What do you think?"

"How did you find this inn?"

The woman gave a sly smile at Hui-hyeon's question.

"Hui-hyeon, you already know the answer."

After a brief pause, she smiled brightly and continued, "That this is the building where we used to stay often."

"...It is you."

Hui-hyeon recalled the possibility he least wanted to consider at this moment.

"It's Ye-a, isn't it?"

Hearing the name "Ye-a," the woman smiled and said, "It's been so long since I've seen you like this. Don't you think?"

"Baek Ye-a" clasped her hands together as if genuinely happy to see him, but Hui-hyeon coldly stared at the "Baek Ye-a" before him.

Hui-hyeon sensed it.

That this was truly the part of Baek Ye-a that he had lost.

The "Baek Ye-a" before him had an aura similar to the sharp strategist that Baek Ye-a occasionally showed in the past.

But even with this "Baek Ye-a" in front of him, Hui-hyeon remained unmoved. No matter how much this might have been "Baek Ye-a" once, now it was just a demon.

After all, this was the culprit behind the tragedy at Seoha Village—something the real Baek Ye-a would never do.

"From your expression... 'Now it's just a demon.' That's what you're thinking, right?"

At "Baek Ye-a's" words, Hui-hyeon nodded frankly and said, "Yes, because you did something the real Ye-a would never do."

At Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a's" smiling face turned glum.

"You're being so mean. I'm only trying to help you."

Trying to help him?

"That's not something you should say."

Hui-hyeon swung his sword at "Baek Ye-a," but she already knew where the attack would come from with her "Eyes" and avoided the blade with a light movement.

After dodging the sword, "Baek Ye-a" smiled and said, "Hui-hyeon, do you remember the training we did together?"

"I remember."

"Then you know. Do you think the sword you're swinging now will ever touch me?"

"It will if I keep going. Eventually."

Just as Hui-hyeon was about to step forward, channeling a dark red energy into his sword—

Knock, knock, knock.

Someone knocked on the door and then opened it. It was a staff member.

"Guest, I've brought the extra towels you requested."

The employee froze at the scene before them.

"Sir?"

"Oh, it's nothing. We just had a small issue. Right, Hui-hyeon?"

Hui-hyeon glared at the smirking "Baek Ye-a" before lowering his sword and saying, "You're clever."

Looking at Hui-hyeon, "Baek Ye-a" whispered softly, "This is nothing. After all, I'm the all-capable Ye-a."

"Baek Ye-a" gave Hui-hyeon a bright smile.
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"Are you sure nothing happened to you?"

Before leaving, the employee asked "Baek Ye-a" once more.

"Yes, really, nothing happened at all. Truly."

Did the employee know?

That the woman standing before them was actually a great yokai newly emerging from beyond the borderlands.

When the employee asked again, "Baek Ye-a" replied:

"I'm really fine, so please go ahead and leave. Nothing will happen."

After sending the employee away, "Baek Ye-a" turned around.

There stood Lee Hui-hyeon, glaring at her.

But "Baek Ye-a" smiled at him and walked toward the wall where a folding table was leaning, saying:

"It's so nice to be alone together like this. Last time, some little brat was spying on us, so I didn't get to feel like we were truly alone."

At "Baek Ye-a's" mention of a "little brat," Lee Hui-hyeon thought of Yu Ji-a.

That "little brat" must be referring to Yu Ji-a.

Since she had mentioned someone coming nearby and then leaving last time.

"Baek Ye-a" took the folding table leaning against the wall and began to set it up.

Watching her, Lee Hui-hyeon asked:

"What are you doing?"

"What does it look like? Since we've met after so long, I wanted to eat something delicious together."

-Knock knock knock.

Just as "Baek Ye-a" finished setting up the table, the door opened again.

"Excuse me. Delivery from Seongyang Tea House."

"Perfect timing."

"Baek Ye-a" walked to the door, paid, and brought back tea and snacks.

After watching this scene unfold, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"So yokai eat snacks too."

At his words, "Baek Ye-a" arranged the snacks beautifully on plates she produced from somewhere and replied:

"Of course. Just because I'm in a vessel that doesn't need nutrition doesn't mean I can't eat anything. Did you know that Cheongdam, whom you're so desperately searching for, also eats occasionally?"

"Do you know where Cheongdam is?"

To Lee Hui-hyeon's question, "Baek Ye-a" answered:

"Everything is in the palm of my hand, Hui-hyeon. I am the all-capable Ye-a, after all."

After finishing all the preparations on the table, "Baek Ye-a" gestured to Lee Hui-hyeon.

"There, everything's ready. Come sit down, Hui-hyeon. Surely you wouldn't disregard someone's sincere efforts?"

Lee Hui-hyeon sighed lightly and sat down across from "Baek Ye-a."

He figured that even if he swung his sword again, "Baek Ye-a" would find another way to escape, so he might as well talk and try to get some information.

"Judging by your expression... you're thinking that I'll escape somehow anyway, so you might as well get some information, right?"

"The Eyes are still as sharp as ever."

"That's because I'm the all-capable Ye-a."

"Can you stop with that already?"

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's exasperated tone, "Baek Ye-a" laughed and said:

"If Hui-hyeon wants me to stop, I'll stop. Now, drink the tea first to cleanse your palate, then try the snacks. I hear that's the proper order? I find it delicious no matter how I eat it, but you might think differently."

Following "Baek Ye-a's" suggestion, Lee Hui-hyeon took a sip of tea and swallowed it.

Judging by the taste, it didn't seem like she had tampered with the tea in any way.

Looking at "Baek Ye-a," he saw her drinking tea and eating snacks with a very pleased expression.

The scene reminded him of something from the past, and Lee Hui-hyeon unconsciously lowered his head.

"Hui-hyeon, are you remembering something nostalgic? You look troubled."

"Baek Ye-a" knew exactly what Lee Hui-hyeon was thinking, but she deliberately teased him.

In response, Lee Hui-hyeon rarely showed emotion as he said:

"None of your business."

Hearing his words, "Baek Ye-a" pouted and said:

"You're so cold. Since we've met like this, you could be a little more honest."

While "Baek Ye-a" finished her tea and snacks, Lee Hui-hyeon continued to only drink his tea.

After some time had passed, "Baek Ye-a" asked Lee Hui-hyeon:

"By the way, Hui-hyeon, how are things with 'the other me' these days?"

By "the other me," she meant the Baek Ye-a at Yegak Academy.

Lee Hui-hyeon looked at "Baek Ye-a" and said:

"She cursed at me from our first meeting."

"Really? That's terrible."

"Still better than being ignored from the start."

Lee Hui-hyeon had no ill feelings about "Baek Ye-a" ignoring him at first, but he said it just to shut her up.

However, "Baek Ye-a," who already knew everything from his expression, smiled and said to him:

"That's right, the opposite of love isn't hate, it's indifference. Hehe."

After drinking tea for a while, Lee Hui-hyeon said to "Baek Ye-a":

"Hwayun is already searching, but I need information about 'that person.'"

At his words, "Baek Ye-a" replied as if she had been expecting this:

"I was wondering when you'd bring that up."

"Can you tell me?"

"Of course, why not? But I have a condition."

Lee Hui-hyeon took another sip of tea before asking:

"What is it?"

"Meet me like this occasionally to have tea together. How about it?"

Hearing "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"If the information is reliable, I'll do that."

He figured that until he met her main body, she would keep coming back no matter how many times he killed her, so he might as well meet her and get information.

Of course, since the "Baek Ye-a" before him was a yokai, he would need to be more cautious about her information compared to what Hwayun provided.

After Lee Hui-hyeon agreed, "Baek Ye-a" continued:

"And like me more than the other Baek Ye-a."

Lee Hui-hyeon frowned at her words.

"Is that a condition too?"

"No, just a wish. I'd like to make it a condition, but you wouldn't accept it, would you?"

A lie. She had intended it as a condition.

She must have seen his expression and realized it wouldn't work.

But Lee Hui-hyeon didn't bother voicing his thoughts.

She would know everything with those "Eyes" anyway.

As Lee Hui-hyeon was about to ask for information about "that person," "Baek Ye-a" suddenly said:

"By the way, Hui-hyeon. Did you know that the other Ye-a is in danger right now?"

Hearing "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon froze for a moment before saying:

"What? Ye-a is?"

"Kang Jeong-rip, one of Jin Seo-yeon's subordinates, has been looking for information about Baek Ye-a."

Lee Hui-hyeon frowned slightly at "Baek Ye-a's" words.

According to what he knew...

"But even if he was searching, he shouldn't have been able to find any significant information, so it should have been dismissed."

"Baek Ye-a" nodded at Lee Hui-hyeon's words and said:

"But he finally found it. Information about 'my' childhood. How do you think he found it?"

"Cheongdam..."

"Baek Ye-a" confirmed as if he had given the correct answer:

"That's right. I tried to stop it, but as expected, an ancient yokai is still an ancient yokai."

Hearing "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon stood up.

"I'll be going now."

As he headed straight for the door, "Baek Ye-a" locked it with a gesture, blocking his way.

Lee Hui-hyeon turned to "Baek Ye-a" and said:

"What are you doing?"

"What are you planning to do if you go back now? You're not thinking of barging into the place where 'The Calling' is in progress and killing all those old hags, are you?"

"Of course not. I'm just going to extract her."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a" sighed.

When it came to "innocent humans," Lee Hui-hyeon was infinitely yielding.

He was born with a kind nature, after all.

That must be why he hadn't given up until now.

That's why "Baek Ye-a" had fallen for him.

"Baek Ye-a" said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"Let's say you extract Baek Ye-a. Then what? Will you keep running away forever? Are you planning to hide in the Outlands until the Unkillable returns? You'll fail again. Unlike my previous life, I've become truly weak in this life."

"So what are you trying to say?"

"I'm saying I'll help my other self safely get through this 'Calling.'"

"Help? You?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a" nodded and said:

"And I'll also give you information about 'that person.' It's a 'buy one, get one free' deal. How about it? Will you trust me this time?"

"Baek Ye-a" looked at Lee Hui-hyeon and said:

<>

The next day after my conversation with Jeon In-hwa, during second period.

In the middle of class, a man in Exorcist attire entered the classroom and called for Ji Seon-hwa.

When Ji Seon-hwa returned, she wore a slightly troubled expression as she said to me:

"Baek Ye-a, could you step outside for a moment?"

So it's finally happening.

"Yes, Teacher."

My steps down the stairs from my seat felt incredibly heavy.

Before I reached the bottom, I glanced back to see Yu-na looking at me with a worried expression.

When I turned forward again, I saw Su-a and Ho-jin.

This isn't like I'm a North Korean official being dragged out of a meeting.

Jang Seong-taek must have felt like this when he was purged.

The feeling of being dragged away while knowing it's all over.

It was truly frightening and dark.

My future.

When I stepped outside the classroom, the waiting Exorcist said to me:

"You're Baek Ye-a, correct?"

I nodded and replied:

"Yes, I'm Baek Ye-a."

"There has been a 'Calling' for you, Baek Ye-a. Please come with me for a moment."

"Yes."

As I followed the man, I briefly looked back.

Yu-na, Su-a, and Ho-jin had already come outside and were watching me.

"It's okay."

I mouthed the words to them before getting into the car that was waiting outside.

It was time for me to receive "The Calling."

Ch.BONUS - 0. Side Story 1 - The Dragon Blood Clan Children.
At the Suyang Martial Class in Hwayang Village, Ikseonju.

This place had existed since ancient times, traditionally training young Exorcists.

However, as enrollment gradually declined along with subsidies, the struggling Yu Ja-yeon was assigned to take in the Dragon Blood Clan children who had collectively migrated to Ikseonju a month ago.

She thought she might get a breather, but...

"...Sigh."

Yu Ja-yeon, the instructor currently in charge, let out a small sigh at the scene before her.

The reason was...

"Waaah! Teacher! Ryu-a is bullying me again!"

"That's not true! He bullied me first!"

"Both of you, stop fighting!"

While she was trying to break up the two quarreling children, she heard another troubling sound from behind.

"Candy!"

"Delicious!"

Spotting the Dragon Blood Clan children taking candy from the shelf, Yu Ja-yeon hurriedly stopped them.

"Don't take things from there without permission!"

Thus, the Suyang Martial Class in Ikseonju had become chaotic due to the Dragon Blood Clan children who had suddenly arrived.

After barely calming the children down, the mental cultivation session she started faced numerous challenges.

"Now, what's important for an Exorcist is to have a heart that doesn't fear even when facing monsters. Physical training is essential for this."

"Teacher! If the mind is important, why is physical training necessary?"

When Susu-dori raised her hand and asked, Yu Ja-yeon, secretly proud of her, replied:

"That's because a healthy and strong mind dwells in a healthy and strong body. Even though we're Exorcists, we're still human, so our mental state follows our physical condition. Also, remember that mental strength isn't an infinite resource—it's more like a power stored in the body that we use. That's important to avoid overexertion."

After hearing the explanation, Susu-dori and O Ha-ri looked at each other and said:

"Then let's train too!"

"Yeah!"

And with that, they ran outside.

"Children! It's mental cultivation time now! Don't go outside!"

Yu Ja-yeon called after them, but Susu-dori and O Ha-ri had already escaped.

How on earth did her explanation lead to such a conclusion?

What was even more absurd was that other children—not even from the Dragon Blood Clan—started following Susu-dori and O Ha-ri outside, one after another.

"Let's train!"

"Yeah! Let's store mental power!"

"Yea! Noa!"

"Grandma told us not to do that, but we're all going to do it anyway!"

"Train! Train!"

After the children ran out, only one-third remained in the class.

Among them, only two were from the Dragon Blood Clan.

One of them stood up and said to Yu Ja-yeon:

"I'm sorry, Master! I'll go out and bring the children back!"

This child showed more maturity compared to the other Dragon Blood Clan children.

Her name was Yu Ji-a, wasn't it?

Hearing Yu Ji-a's words, Yu Ja-yeon replied:

"No, the teach—I mean, the Master will go out and bring them back. You stay seated. When I bring them in, make sure they don't go out again. Understood?"

"Yes, Master."

And so, Yu Ja-yeon had to play an unexpected game of hide-and-seek with the children outside.

"We've been spotted! Run away!"

"Hehehe! Hehehe!"

"Children! Stop right there!"

A literal game of hide-and-seek.

"Teacher! Thank you!"

"Teacher! I'll come again!"

"It's not teacher, it's Mast—never mind. Take care."

Though she always told them to call her "Master," the children never listened and always called her "Teacher." After sending them off, Yu Ja-yeon sat down, half-exhausted.

As the Dragon Blood Clan children left one by one, Yu Ja-yeon, now alone, looked up at the sky.

"I should have tested their aptitude before admitting them..."

As she regretted her hasty decision to admit them without testing their qualifications, she heard the sound of someone running.

Were there still children who hadn't left?

Curious, she went to check and found Yu Ji-a and Yu Yu-dori staying behind to run.

Yu Yu-dori was panting hard as she ran, but Yu Ji-a was running relatively comfortably.

She was even letting Yu Yu-dori hold onto the back of her clothes.

She was probably going easy on Yu Yu-dori, matching her pace.

When Yu Yu-dori showed signs of stopping, Yu Ji-a shouted:

"Just a little more, Yu Yu-dori! We need to complete a hundred laps today!"

"Unnie, I'm tired!"

"Baek Ye-a and Lee Hui-hyeon do this every day!"

"Really? Then I'll try harder!"

"Let's do our best!"

"Yeah!"

Yu Yu-dori and Yu Ji-a continued running for a while after that.

Watching the scene, Yu Ja-yeon smiled.

She was thankful that there were at least some children like them.
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I was in a car, blindfolded and being transported somewhere.

In movies and comics, people count the number of left and right turns to estimate their location. Could I do that too?

No, that's nonsense. Just my mind wandering due to extreme tension.

If I receive "The Calling" like this, I'll surely die.

At least there's one consolation—Hui-hyeon turned out to be a Regressor, so I don't need to worry about him. It's fortunate that the world will be safe even without me.

Though I don't want to die.

'Baek Ye-a.'

As we drove for quite some time, I suddenly heard someone calling my name from somewhere.

Who is it? I looked around, but couldn't hear anyone calling me.

When I faced forward again, the voice called once more.

'Baek Ye-a!'

"Yes?"

When I responded to the voice and looked around, I sensed the people sitting beside me staring at me.

'Don't speak out loud. Just listen. I'm talking directly into your mind.'

Talking into my mind?

Is that even possible?

'Of course it's possible. I'm another you, after all.'

I had only thought this, but the voice responded as if reading my thoughts.

'Not "as if" reading your thoughts—I really am reading them.'

Who are you? Are you the me I met inside my head before?

To my question, the voice in my head sighed softly and said:

'Think of me however you like. What's important now is that your life is in danger. Right?'

But why the sigh? I can ask questions.

'No, it's just... I find you pathetic. The current you.'

I felt myself getting angry at the voice in my head, but fortunately didn't speak aloud.

Well, it's true that I am pathetic...

Thankfully, the voice in my head didn't dwell on my thoughts and continued:

'If you want to live, you'd better follow my instructions. Even someone who claims to be "all-capable" like you can't easily escape from a situation like this.'

There was a distinct mocking tone when it said "all-capable," but I nodded in agreement.

In this state, it's a bit much to call myself all-capable.

But should I really follow a mysterious voice just because my life is in danger?

As soon as I had this doubt, the voice echoed in my head again.

'Hui-hyeon is here with me right now. I know him. I'm doing this at his request.'

At the mention of Hui-hyeon's request, I thought:

You know Hui-hyeon? But why is he with you?

'Is that important right now? Let's solve your immediate safety problem first.'

Hearing the voice in my head, I nodded and thought:

Fine, so what should I do?

The voice in my head answered immediately.

'From now on, you need to truly believe you are Baek Ye-a. You know that thought you often have? "I am Baek Ye-a now." Do that sincerely.'

I certainly had that thought often.

But I never told anyone about it, so how did the voice in my head know?

Setting aside my doubts for now, I asked the voice:

Can I really overcome "The Calling" just by doing that?

Then the voice echoed in my head again.

'Yes. Before you receive "The Calling," temporarily forget any memories from before and keep thinking "I am Baek Ye-a." That's your only way to survive. Can you do that?'

The voice in my head wasn't making unreasonable demands.

It was just asking me to think of myself as Baek Ye-a.

So I told the voice in my head:

Of course. I have absolutely no desire to die yet.

'You really do overthink everything.'

At the voice's mockery, I thought:

You're one to talk, peeking into someone else's mind whenever you want.

What a pain in the ass.

'What did you say?'

Nothing, nothing at all. But can I really overcome "The Calling" just by thinking this way?

'The choice is yours. Either try it with nothing to lose, or struggle and end up as a stiff corpse.'

With those final words about the choice being mine, the voice in my head disappeared.

At the same time, the vehicle stopped, and the man sitting next to me said:

"Let's get out."

---

At this moment, Lee Hui-hyeon and "Baek Ye-a" were hiding near the location where "The Calling" was taking place.

They were ready to immediately rescue Baek Ye-a if the plan failed.

After finishing the "spell," "Baek Ye-a" wiped away cold sweat as Hui-hyeon asked:

"Did you deliver the message well?"

"Baek Ye-a" nodded and replied:

"Yes, being another me helped with the connection, but the path Hui-hyeon had established before made it easier. But such a clear 'path'... what exactly happened?"

At "Baek Ye-a's" question, Hui-hyeon thought for a moment before answering:

"It was the work of a Divine Beast, unrelated to you all."

"What do you mean 'you all'? It hurts my feelings to be lumped in with those people."

Hui-hyeon showed no particular reaction to "Baek Ye-a's" words.

"Baek Ye-a" then conceded and asked:

"So what did you do with that Divine Beast? Did you kill it?"

Hui-hyeon shook his head at the question about killing.

"No."

At his answer that he hadn't killed it, "Baek Ye-a's" eyes narrowed.

"Right, when the opponent isn't related to demons, you always become strangely lenient."

Hui-hyeon paid no particular attention to "Baek Ye-a's" comment and asked:

"But will your solution really help?"

"Yes. The current Baek Ye-a is under some misunderstanding. You are too, and so was I."

At the statement that both he and Baek Ye-a were misunderstanding something, Hui-hyeon looked at "Baek Ye-a."

"What do you mean? What am I misunderstanding?"

"You know, Hui-hyeon. The 'Eyes' I possess now are superior to those of my other self."

"Baek Ye-a" suddenly brought up the topic of her eyes.

"I know that. So what was I misunderstanding?"

"As I confessed to you before, I'm a Vessel."

Hui-hyeon already knew this.

During their time living together, Baek Ye-a had very carefully revealed to him that she was actually a Vessel from the outside world.

But since the Baek Ye-a that Hui-hyeon fell for was someone from the outside world who had transmigrated into Baek Ye-a, not the real Baek Ye-a, Hui-hyeon hadn't been concerned.

But now "Baek Ye-a" was suddenly talking to Hui-hyeon about eyes and being a Vessel.

Which meant...

"So what are you trying to say?"

At Hui-hyeon's question, "Baek Ye-a" looked at him for a moment, then turned away abruptly.

"I think I won't tell you now after all."

"Suit yourself."

"Baek Ye-a" was surprised by Hui-hyeon's reaction.

She hadn't expected this response at all.

"Aren't you curious? About what you were misunderstanding?"

"Is it closely related to our current situation?"

"No, not really..."

"Then it's fine. Right now, Ye-a's situation is more important."

As Hui-hyeon turned his gaze away, "Baek Ye-a" thought:

This really isn't easy.

---

"The Calling" took place in a cave.

The location for "The Calling" changed each time, but the possible locations were always from a fixed set.

The only difference was which of those places would be used for "The Calling."

This wasn't actually my first time at a location where "The Calling" was performed.

In previous cycles, "The Calling" was frequently used to identify Vessels, and I had visited a few times in a supervisory role to ensure the trials were conducted fairly.

I hadn't thought much of it then, but now that I was the subject, I couldn't help but sigh.

Jin Seo-yeon, that bastard.

With my arms held on both sides, I walked into the cave and soon saw three old hags who had arrived early to judge me.

They would thoroughly examine my soul to determine whether I was a Vessel or not.

Soon I was seated in the center, and the old woman sitting in the middle began to speak.

"Baek Ye-a, Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan. Is that correct?"

From now on, "The Calling" would continue three times in succession.

To the old woman who asked with power in her voice, I answered seriously:

"Yes, I am Baek Ye-a, Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan."

"Baek Ye-a, Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan. Is that correct?"

"Yes, I am Baek Ye-a, Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan."

"Baek Ye-a, Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan. Is that correct?"

"Yes, I am Baek Ye-a, Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan."

An ordinary(?) Vessel would typically be intimidated and unable to answer at this point.

If that happened, "The Calling" would end immediately.

The Vessel who couldn't answer would be dragged away.

Of course, if "The Calling" ended just because I answered all the questions, why would I have been so tense?

The real "Calling" was just beginning.

I am Baek Ye-a.

I am the real Baek Ye-a.

I engraved these thoughts in my mind as I waited for the next procedure.

Ch.107 - 1. Confrontation (10)
I followed the guidance of someone inside and was led to a room within a cave to change my clothes.

After removing my cloak and school uniform, I put on a white layered garment.

This symbolized that in the upcoming "Calling," no social background or authority would be considered—from now on, I was neither a student of Yegak Academy nor a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan, just Baek Ye-a.

In my previous cycle, I had only removed my cloak when leaving the clan, but this time I took off my uniform too, which left me feeling strangely empty.

If it were revealed that I was a vessel, I'd probably be executed wearing these clothes.

I thought while looking at the mirror provided in the room.

I am Baek Ye-a. I am the real Baek Ye-a.

"Come out when you're done changing."

When no sound came from inside, the Exorcist waiting outside called to me.

I adjusted my clothes one last time before following the Exorcist again.

Back in the cave from earlier, I had to stand in the center and look up once more.

The upcoming "Calling" would be the real challenge and ordeal.

I call it a real challenge and ordeal because this "Calling" would pull out my soul and examine what's inside it.

Literally, "calling the soul."

That's why it's called the "Calling."

A thick incense filled the cave, and two Exorcists grabbed my arms and laid me down on what looked like an altar.

Then three old crones began making strange, incomprehensible sounds in low, resonant voices.

As I breathed in the rising incense and listened to those bizarre sounds, at some point, my consciousness faded away.

When I opened my eyes, I was in a very spacious garden.

And I knew exactly where this was.

"Mountain rabbit, little rabbit~"

A humming emerged, independent of my will.

I heard my voice, but younger than my actual voice.

Feeling strange, I looked down at my hands and realized my body had become younger.

What's this?

While I was looking around, I suddenly noticed someone standing before me.

Looking up, I saw a man with silver hair and blue eyes wearing a somewhat unpleasant expression.

It was Baek Seon-yeong, the head of the Baek Clan.

"Father!"

My mouth moved against my will, calling Baek Seon-yeong "Father," but he merely clicked his tongue softly and walked away.

Then I heard whispering around me.

"Is that the child? The one who was expelled from the clan and committed suicide..."

"Yes, that's right. She was quite a cruel woman. How could she do such a terrible..."

The whispers around me grew louder.

I didn't care, but for "Baek Ye-a," these voices were terrifying, and her body moved on its own.

After shutting herself in her room, "Baek Ye-a" quietly murmured.

"Everyone wasn't like this to me... Everyone was kind to me... Mother. Where did you disappear to...?"

The young "Baek Ye-a" knew why her mother had disappeared.

She just refused to accept it at her young age.

After crying for a while, "Baek Ye-a" wiped her tears and got up.

If she just did better from now on, it would be fine.

If she worked harder to be loved, it would be fine.

She would work harder to regain the love she had received before.

That's what "Baek Ye-a" thought.

Though she was a third-rate Exorcist mocked as incompetent trash on the "Killing the Unkillable" forum, "Baek Ye-a" had an exceptional talent for remembering and applying knowledge. Despite the clan's training and her siblings' bullying, she achieved excellent results.

But she never received praise.

This was because the much more talented Baek Ye-na already existed, and "Baek Ye-a" had inherent problems.

She was the daughter of a villainess who had harmed clan members, and she was born out of wedlock.

She was limited by being a mutant born with silver hair and golden eyes.

Later, "Baek Ye-a" went to Yegak Academy.

And she passed the entrance exam.

This time, surely Father will be pleased.

This time, I'll finally be acknowledged.

With an excited heart, she visited her father, who said with an ice-cold expression:

"So what? That's what you're supposed to do."

It was something she had heard countless times before.

As always, she could just let it go.

But for some reason, "Baek Ye-a" couldn't do that this time.

So in the year "Baek Ye-a" turned 17.

"Baek Ye-a" cried out to the clan head, pouring out all her accumulated sorrow.

Why won't you acknowledge me?

Why do you push me so hard?

Isn't this much effort enough?

Please, finally recognize me as your daughter.

The cries of a girl who had been denied the love any child in a normal family should receive since her mother was expelled and committed suicide didn't reach anyone in the Baek Clan.

"Be grateful that our clan's blood flows in your veins. At least you weren't expelled like your mother."

With these final words, the clan head drove "Baek Ye-a" away and forbade her from coming back without his permission.

That's when "Baek Ye-a" realized.

No matter what I do, I'll never be loved.

No matter what I try, I'll always be treated this way.

As "Baek Ye-a" despaired, Baek Ye-na approached her.

"Baek Ye-a."

And with cold eyes, she said:

"Know your place."

"...Huh!"

I gasped deeply as I rose from the altar where I had been lying.

Terrible, unpleasant memories crept into my mind.

As I tried to suppress the uncomfortable feeling of my sense of self being eroded, the Exorcists approached.

What would happen to me now?

I had tried hard to convince myself that I was the real Baek Ye-a, but had it failed?

Looking up, I saw the three old crones facing each other, discussing something in low voices.

As I watched them, one of the approaching Exorcists said:

"You may come down now."

After getting off the altar and sitting in the center again, the old crone sitting on the left spoke:

"We've reached a conclusion."

As I watched, unconsciously tense, the old woman opened her mouth:

"The current 'Calling' will be temporarily suspended."

The result was "suspended."

Lee Hui-hyeon and "Baek Ye-a" waiting nearby saw Baek Ye-a walking out in her school uniform.

Seeing this, Lee Hui-hyeon felt slightly relieved that Baek Ye-a had passed the "Calling" for now.

"It really happened as you said."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a" shrugged and said:

"I told you I'm all-capable."

"Right."

After nodding appropriately and looking elsewhere, Lee Hui-hyeon was asked by "Baek Ye-a":

"Hui-hyeon. Are we going back to Seongunju now, or are you going back to Baek Ye-a?"

When Lee Hui-hyeon turned to look at "Baek Ye-a," she smiled and said:

"If that's what you're worried about, I recommend going back."

"Why?"

To Lee Hui-hyeon's question, "Baek Ye-a" smiled slightly and said:

"Because I heard while going through her mind. My other self seems to have found out. About your identity."

Hearing "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon replied without any change in expression:

"I see, so she finally found out."

"That's why you should go back quickly and talk things out, right? That way you can clear up any misunderstandings with my other self."

After thinking for a moment, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"Now that I've stirred up the World-Ending Cult, it's only a matter of time before rumors spread. I need to kill 'that person' and weaken the cult before then."

"So you're not going back right away?"

"No. If I get caught up in personal feelings, I might fail to accomplish what I could otherwise. And..."

Lee Hui-hyeon looked at the smiling "Baek Ye-a" in front of him and said:

"I need to eliminate the vessel too, don't I?"

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a" smiled slyly and said:

"This is really why I like you. My other self should learn about this side of you soon too."

Ignoring "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon stood up and said:

"Our cooperation isn't over yet. Let's go."

"Okay, I understand, Hui-hyeon."

The two of them got up and headed back to Seongunju.

After changing back into my school uniform and putting on my cloak, I was blindfolded again and driven back to Yegak Academy under the Exorcists' guidance.

Even after returning to Yegak Academy, I remained dumbfounded for a while.

I had thought I would surely die, but unexpectedly received a "suspension."

"So... I'm alive?"

As I returned to the classroom through the hallway, I saw Yu-na, Ho-jin, and Su-a still there despite the time that had passed.

They were talking, unaware of my arrival.

Hmm, should I just speak to them now?

"Hey, everyone?"

They turned to look at me as I approached and spoke.

"Ye-a, you're back!"

"Ye-a! I'm upset! You didn't even tell us...!"

"Sorry. I didn't have a chance to."

Yu-na smiled at me as if she had known I would return.

"You're back?"

"Yeah, I'm back. Have you all been waiting for me this whole time?"

"Yes, I thought you'd be back soon."

At Yu-na's response, Ho-jin laughed and said:

"She says that, but she was extremely worried after you left."

"Really?"

When I looked at Yu-na playfully, she gave me a bright smile.

And so I chatted with them for a while.

Temporarily putting aside all the things I needed to think about.

Ch.108 - 1. Confrontation (11)
"So what are you going to do about Jin Seo-yeon now?"

After finishing my conversation with the children, Yuna asked me this question when we were alone.

What was I going to do about Jin Seo-yeon?

Hmm.

If I could have my way, I'd make her kneel and apologize in front of everyone, but there were two things bothering me.

First, my verdict was "pending," and second, there was Jin Seo-yeon's background to consider.

As far as I knew, a pending verdict was unprecedented.

Usually, it was either guilty or not guilty—there had never been a case where the verdict was put on hold.

While I had expected a guilty verdict and was relieved it wasn't worse, the situation still felt unsettling.

And then there was Jin Seo-yeon's background.

Even if the successor of a great exorcist clan reported a powerless successor candidate like Baek Ye-a who had been ostracized by her clan, I didn't think anything special would happen.

Her clan would probably just give her a verbal warning and let it slide.

With a reminder to be more careful next time.

The Baek Clan might protest publicly since their reputation was at stake, but they'd quietly let it go as if nothing had happened.

After all, I was just a powerless successor candidate who wouldn't be missed if I disappeared.

In other words, nothing would happen to Jin Seo-yeon.

Damn it.

I had expected this, but it was still frustrating.

I would have a conversation with her to check things out personally, but I swore I'd pay her back for this someday. With that thought, I said to Yuna:

"I guess the clans will handle it between themselves since they've been notified. As for Jin Seo-yeon... I'll need to talk to her."

Yuna looked at me sympathetically and said:

"You're too nice, Ye-a. I can't believe you're letting it go after what happened."

Looking at Yuna, I thought:

*Actually, Yuna, I'd like to make a bigger deal out of this, but I have no choice but to let it go.*

*What I just said is the best I can do.*

But I couldn't say that out loud, so I just gave her a bitter smile.

After sending Yuna off, I checked my bag to make sure Hui-hyeon's "strategy guide" and the scripture were still there.

I thought someone might have searched my bag during "The Calling."

But it seemed they only conducted "The Calling" without searching through my belongings, as everything was exactly as I had left it when I departed from the academy.

After checking my things, I was about to head home when I found an unexpected person waiting at the main gate.

It was none other than Jin Seo-yeon.

"Baek Ye-a, I heard you were released."

She must have come as soon as she heard the news, as Jin Seo-yeon was wearing casual clothes that I'd only seen in the game.

I spoke to her coldly:

"What do you want? I have nothing more to say about 'The Calling.'"

Even though I had planned to talk to her earlier, harsh words came out when I actually faced her.

In response to my sharp reaction, Jin Seo-yeon spoke:

"How did you get out?"

"What?"

"I asked how you got out. You must have been possessed. How did you escape from 'The Calling'?"

Jin Seo-yeon still seemed convinced I was possessed, despite my safe return from "The Calling."

While I was indeed possessed, there should be no reason to suspect me after I had escaped. Why was she so suspicious?

Maintaining a neutral expression, I said to Jin Seo-yeon:

"What are you talking about? Are you still on about that? You know your statement could be quite dangerous, right? I don't want to hear any more about this. I'm leaving now."

As I walked past Jin Seo-yeon, she spoke again:

"You're definitely possessed. I'll expose you someday."

I felt a chill run down my spine at Jin Seo-yeon's inexplicable obsession as I continued walking past her.

What am I going to do about her?


When I returned home after that unsettling conversation with Jin Seo-yeon, I found a report from Hui-hyeon in my mailbox.

Looking at it, I wondered:

Would Hui-hyeon return soon, or would he be gone longer?

Where was he and what was he doing?

Was he pushing himself too hard for my sake again?

There was a lot of that kind of content in the "strategy guide" I found in Hui-hyeon's dormitory.

"...Hmm."

Between the voice that spoke in my head during "The Calling" and everything else, how much did Hui-hyeon know?

I could order him to return immediately for an explanation, but I didn't want to do that.

If Hui-hyeon had left me for a while, it meant he had something important to do.

"Excuse me."

No, there's no point thinking about this anymore.

I should just go inside.

"Baek Ye-a. Right?"

"Huh?"

When I turned, there was a woman staring at me expressionlessly.

What? How long had she been standing there?

"Yes, it is you. Silver hair and golden eyes. It's good that you can't be confused with other Baek Clan members. All the Baek Clan people have auras similar to Baek Su-ye, which makes them confusing, but not you. Don't you think that's nice?"

At the woman's words, I placed my hand on the hilt of my sword and asked:

"Who are you?"

"Come to think of it, I didn't introduce myself, did I? I'm Shimae."

The moment I heard the name "Shimae," I immediately drew my sword and slashed at her.

Baekri Divine Sword Style Fourth Form: Silent Strike

In an instant, clear spiritual energy cut through where Shimae had been, but there was no one there anymore.

"Where did she go...?"

Just as I muttered quietly, a voice came from in front of me.

"Attacking right after greeting me? You must know who I am."

Of course I knew.

A monster that wandered around in the game, appearing at crucial moments to attack.

That was Shimae.

I asked her:

"Did Cheongdam send you? To find me?"

"You know about Cheongdam? Well, well. I've been dismissing you as the Baek Clan's baby hawk, but you know more than I thought."

The Baek Clan's baby hawk.

Am I being treated like a newborn even by monsters now?

In reality, Shimae was a monster I couldn't handle at my current level.

So, to buy time while maintaining my guard, I said:

"I know more than you think. So why are you here? You're quite bold to come so close to Yegak Academy..."

My words were cut short.

I could see Shimae's next attack coming.

Soul Destruction Style

Soul Crushing Technique

As red energy rose from Shimae's hands, her attack followed.

<>

When Lee Hui-hyeon returned to Seongunju, he met Hwayun who had been waiting for him.

Hwayun asked with a slightly puzzled expression:

"Destroyer, did you have a good trip?"

"Yes, did you get the information?"

"I did get the information. But..."

Hwayun trailed off, looking at the woman standing beside them.

"Why is that woman here?"

At Hwayun's words, "Baek Ye-a" stepped forward and said:

"That's what I should be asking. Hwayun? Why is a failed divine remnant hanging around Hui-hyeon? After what you did."

"I don't recall telling you my name."

"As if I couldn't see your name with 'The Eyes'?"

Hwayun responded to "Baek Ye-a's" words with a blank expression:

"I thought the flow of the heavens seemed unfavorable today. It was warning me about this—to be cautious of meeting a 'monster' like you. Indeed, the heavens always show what is necessary. Don't you think so, Destroyer?"

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been watching their argument expressionlessly, spoke up:

"Both of you, be quiet."

"Yes, sir."

Unlike Hwayun who responded immediately, "Baek Ye-a" just gave a strange smile while looking at Lee Hui-hyeon.

"We'll be working together soon, so don't fight. Three days. It will all be over in three days."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a" said to Hwayun:

"So let's try to get along for those three days. You look like a girl around my age anyway, right?"

She extended her hand as if offering a handshake, to which Hwayun responded with a scornful laugh:

"Since when can a monster like you be on equal terms with me? My, my, I've lived long enough to see everything. And don't talk like that when you're in a stolen body. You're hundreds of years old if we count your memories."

In response to Hwayun's sharp reaction, "Baek Ye-a" turned to Lee Hui-hyeon and said:

"Hui-hyeon, Hwayun doesn't want to make peace with me."

"Hwayun."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's call, Hwayun firmly grasped "Baek Ye-a's" hand and said:

"Fine! Let's try to get along! For three days."

Squeeze.

"Yes, let's be friendly. For three days."

Squeeze.

"Indeed, it should be a pleasant time. For three days."

Squeeze.

"Right. I think it will be a really pleasant time. For three days."

Squeeze.

Watching the two of them emphasizing "for three days" while competing with their grip strength, Lee Hui-hyeon let out a small sigh.

Ch.109 - 1. Confrontation (12)
When Shimae first came to visit, Baek Ye-a was quite taken aback.

Why would Shimae, who should be wandering elsewhere helping Cheongdam with his schemes, come looking for her?

But Baek Ye-a quickly regained her composure.

Variables no longer mattered, and she had already experienced far more shocking things in both the previous cycle and this one. What was there to be surprised about anymore?

So Baek Ye-a immediately countered Shimae's attack.

Baek Ri Divine Sword Style, Third Form: "Swift as an Eagle's Gaze"

As the colliding demonic and spiritual energies twisted together and disappeared in midair, Shimae looked at Baek Ye-a with slight surprise.

Did she really think I wouldn't be able to block that?

But Baek Ye-a was actually relieved that Shimae was underestimating her.

After all, every defeat ultimately stems from carelessness.

Just as Baek Ye-a thought she only needed to hold out fighting until other Exorcists who sensed something amiss arrived, Shimae suddenly thrust her face forward.

Divine Apparition

As Baek Ye-a belatedly recalled Shimae's ability and tried to dodge—

"Not so fast."

Shimae reached out and grabbed Baek Ye-a by the collar.

In that brief moment.

While holding onto Baek Ye-a, Shimae tried to use Divine Apparition to transport them somewhere else together.

"Just a moment. We'll arrive soon."

"Kuh!"

But in that brief instant, when Shimae spoke to her, Baek Ye-a released all the spiritual energy in her body.

Shimae felt her ability being disrupted by Baek Ye-a's action, resulting in them landing much farther from her intended destination.

"Urgh!"

She rolled across the ground with a small groan.

There was no need to wonder what had happened.

Normally, Shimae could easily block this level of disruption.

But taking advantage of the fact that she was being underestimated, I released all my spiritual energy on the off chance it might work, and luckily succeeded in disrupting Shimae's ability.

While I had managed to interfere with Shimae's Divine Apparition, I'd only prevented her from taking me to her intended destination—I hadn't completely shaken her off.

Right in front of me, Shimae was glaring at me while spitting blood.

I need to get up. I need to get up.

"Huff...!"

Forcibly activating all the spiritual meridians in my body, I raised myself from my half-collapsed position. Shimae spoke to me.

"Hmm. Looks like I took a hit there. I suppose I'll have to raise my evaluation of you slightly, Baek Ye-a."

Normally I would have simply ignored her, but feeling rather unpleasant, I said to Shimae:

"I should lower my evaluation of you. A mere phantom that can be thwarted by a half-baked person like me. Showing such a disgraceful display because you couldn't anticipate something this simple. The name of yokai must be weeping."

Middle finger, middle finger.

As I raised both middle fingers at her, Shimae's expression hardened, understanding it was some kind of insult even if she didn't know the exact meaning.

"I see... This disgrace is something I must resolve with my own hands."

While giving her the finger, I slightly regretted my action.

What was I thinking, provoking that woman's temper?

Even after rolling on the ground, I had somehow managed not to lose the Ayong Sword, and I approached Shimae with it.

There was no point in running away anyway, and this was my chance while Shimae's vessel was weakened like this.

The moment I pointed my sword at her, Shimae's figure briefly disappeared.

The spiritual energy I had spread widely around me from before immediately detected the demonic energy that cut through it.

Behind.

When I blocked Shimae's knife hand with my sword, my wrist tingled.

Then I unleashed a barrage of attacks on Shimae.

Baek Ri Divine Sword Style, Seventh Form: "Feathers Sink the Boat"

Shimae dodged the first eight consecutive strikes, defended with just her knife hand, and then slashed down, cutting the trees behind her.

"It's been a very long time since I've seen that sword style. It feels like meeting an old acquaintance in an unexpected place!"

Shimae pulled back with what seemed like an amused expression, then swung her hand, creating an ominously red energy flow.

Soul Destruction Style: "Corpse-Life Cutting Blade"

At the same time, trees fell in numbers incomparable to before.

If I hadn't dodged the red energy flow, I would have truly been killed.

Having seen worse in the previous cycle, I regained my composure with a light breath and recalled the strategy against Shimae.

'Block Shimae's normal attacks, but dodge her techniques.'

This might sound obvious, but in the turn-based combat of "Killing the Unkillable," this was a valid strategy.

With my Path to Enlightenment "Swift Movement," which gave me mobility comparable to the mid-to-late stages of the previous cycle, I attacked Shimae again with form.

Baek Ri Divine Sword Style, First Form: "Azure Sky Eagle Flight"

As I executed a clean slash like an eagle soaring through the blue sky, Shimae's expression showed a hint of ecstasy as she said:

"Azure Sky Eagle Flight. It's been a while since I've seen that. So you really are a descendant of Baek Su-ye, aren't you?"

I had no intention of responding to Shimae's nonsense and continued my fierce attacks, ignoring her words.

Our battle continued intensely as we leaped through the unknown forest, but the trees posed no obstacle.

There must be no one else around. Me, unleashing my full power without restraint while wielding the primordial divine object, the Ayong Sword, and Shimae, using the Soul Destruction Style that only those belonging to demons could use.

This was what a battle between an Exorcist and a yokai was supposed to be.

Soul Destruction Style: "Heaven-Born Single Cut"

Shimae's knife hand sliced through the sky.

Baek Ri Divine Sword Style, Fourth Form: "Unseen Flight, Unheard Cry"

Using that opening, I dove deep into Shimae's embrace.

Just as the tip of my sword was about to touch Shimae's body, she used the same technique I had seen in front of the house earlier to attack me.

Soul Destruction Style: "Destruction Wail Soul Suppression"

As the distance between us widened again, Shimae and I glared at each other.

"...Honestly, I can't help but acknowledge you."

Saying that, Shimae pulled something out from inside her arm.

"To think I have to use this against someone like you. In my thousand years as a yokai, this is the first such humiliation."

It was something shaped like a sword, seemingly made of bone.

Cursed Sword Golcham

Rank: Divine Object

Who could have killed them so brutally?

"Now that you've seen this, I must end you for certain. That was the promise."

Shimae spoke incomprehensibly with a chillingly expressionless face.

I've never seen this weapon in the game before.

But having grown accustomed to such variables, I paid it no mind.

I only knew that if I hesitated like before, I would surely die.

So I quickly launched a preemptive strike against Shimae.

Baek Ri Divine Sword Style, Fourth Form: "Unseen Flight, Unheard Cry"

Once again, the swords met in an instant, creating a strange resonance that repelled me.

"Urgh!"

Again, my wrist tingled and my legs trembled.

The sword Shimae had drawn was no ordinary object, as its rank suggested.

Shimae pointed at me with one hand holding the sword, then thrust forward without using any technique.

The exchange that followed was on a completely different level from before.

It felt like finishing phase one of a boss fight only to find phase two had a massive difficulty spike.

No matter where I went, she followed and thrust at me, and whenever I tried to slash, her sword was there to block.

As if everything until now had been mere play, Shimae swung Golcham with an expressionless face.

In the brief exchange of life-and-death combat, I felt myself growing physically exhausted.

Was it because my body wasn't fully developed yet?

While technically I had no shortcomings in this combat that clearly exceeded my current level, I could feel my body gradually losing strength.

Perhaps noticing my physical limitations, Shimae said to me:

"Baek Ye-a, I can feel the strength leaving your sword. Why not just surrender? If you yield obediently, I might even forgive that incomprehensible finger gesture from earlier."

From Shimae's words, I realized that she had been trying to take me somewhere earlier.

That meant Shimae wasn't particularly after my life, and the reason I had survived until now was merely...

"Don't be ridiculous...!"

I took a talisman from my pocket and threw it at Shimae.

"A talisman? What a pathetic trick..."

As she muttered quietly and tried to swat away the talisman, Shimae suddenly covered her ears at the blaring sound.

"Urgh...!"

The talisman Shimae had swatted was an Alarm Talisman.

I had given out all my Incineration Talismans to the people of Seoha Village earlier, but after collecting the Alarm Talismans, I always carried talismans with me, so I was able to throw one at Shimae.

Using the brief opening created, I took out my last stat-boosting potion and swallowed it.

At the same time, Hwayun was watching Baek Ye-a's fight.

'So that woman had it after all.'

Simultaneously, Hwayun thought.

What should I do about this? Should I tell the Destroyer?

Perhaps the Destroyer already knew this information, but that wasn't what mattered.

The fact that Shimae had drawn that out meant she acknowledged Baek Ye-a to that extent.

"Hwayun, gather more information while I'm gone. I'll take care of everything this time."

"Yes, understood! Leave it to me!"

In response to Hwayun's exaggerated tone, "Baek Ye-a" smiled and said:

"Then, good luck, Hwayun."

"...Yes."

After the two left, Hwayun continued watching Baek Ye-a fight.

Thinking that since they didn't seem to be targeting her life, it wouldn't be too late to tell them after something actually happened.
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"Hnngh...!"

Whether it was from the intense battle she'd been fighting until just now, Baek Ye-a felt as if all the spiritual meridians in her body were going wild.

Barely managing to steady herself, Baek Ye-a looked ahead.

She worried that Shimae might attack while she was still reeling from the unexpected shock of the alarm talisman, but even after recovering from the impact, Shimae merely stroked her chin with one hand and stared at Baek Ye-a with an intrigued expression.

"Hmm."

Looking at Baek Ye-a, Shimae smiled slightly and said:

"Looks like some of that potion still remains in you. From the Jin Clan, is it?"

After muttering quietly, Shimae spoke to Baek Ye-a in an oddly friendly tone.

"You know, watching you reminds me of exorcists from the past."

At this sudden remark, Baek Ye-a thought:
*What nonsense is she suddenly spouting?*

"What do you mean by that?"

In response to Baek Ye-a's question, Shimae planted her Cursed Sword Golcham into the ground and said:

"The way you fight doesn't resemble today's exorcists. Those who understand the desperation of using any means necessary to win are rare these days. They talk about achieving enlightenment themselves, about annihilating demons. But at some point, they became complacent. That's what makes you interesting. You use forms without being obsessed with them, you use techniques without being fixated on them. Enlightenment shall annihilate demons."

Shimae spoke as if reminiscing about the past, gazing somewhere far away.

Baek Ye-a found it strange to hear the phrase "Enlightenment shall annihilate demons" coming from a yokai's mouth.

Why on earth was she suddenly saying such things?

"What nonsense are you suddenly spouting?"

"Watching you is like seeing someone who was buried for a thousand years and has suddenly emerged. At first, I thought you were just an insignificant exorcist, but you grow more interesting by the minute. What exactly are you, Baek Ye-a?"

At Shimae's question, one corner of Baek Ye-a's mouth curled upward.

It was clearly meant as provocation.

"Look at you, acting all composed after underestimating me, taking internal damage, and realizing you couldn't handle me barehanded so you had to draw your weapon."

At Baek Ye-a's taunt, Shimae laughed and said:

"You're right, it's truly something I should reflect on. To have lived so long, yet still have things to learn from humans."

Raising her Golcham, Shimae approached Baek Ye-a and said:

"Consider my patience until now as payment for that lesson."

As Baek Ye-a, having recovered, raised her sword to point at her, Shimae charged at her again.

There was one thing Baek Ye-a had overlooked.

The reason Baek Ye-a had seemed to fight Shimae as an equal until now was simply because Shimae, following Cheongdam's orders, had no intention of killing or seriously injuring Baek Ye-a.

But now Baek Ye-a had earned Shimae's respect, and Shimae realized she couldn't "properly" capture Baek Ye-a by simply wearing her down.

Therefore, there would be no more mercy.

Baek Clan Divine Sword Style First Form: Azure Sky Hawk Flight

Baek Ye-a's flash of the blade rushed toward Shimae.

"I'm tired of seeing that now."

Seeing Shimae's expression, which seemed somehow bored, Baek Ye-a sensed something was wrong, but before she could pull back, a red current of energy swept through.

<>

From her boarding house, Jeong Yu-na heard the alarm bell ringing around the academy.

"That sound..."

Hearing the alarm bell that she hadn't heard since coming to this area recently, Jeong Yu-na quickly grabbed her Blue Blossom Cudgel and headed toward the academy in her casual clothes.

The ringing of such an alarm bell meant there had been an attack by a demon or yokai nearby.

Responding to such threats was the most basic duty of an exorcist.

With her spiritual meridians fully activated, it didn't take Jeong Yu-na long to reach Yegak Academy.

Jumping over the roofs of other buildings to avoid the crowds on the streets, Jeong Yu-na arrived at Yegak Academy and quickly looked around.

Soon she noticed other exorcists gathered around the academy, but no matter how much she looked, she couldn't see the yokai that had triggered the alarm bell.

So Jeong Yu-na grabbed a nearby exorcist and asked:

"Excuse me, sir. Has the demon already been eliminated?"

"I don't know either, I just came here after hearing the bell..."

After thanking the exorcist who trailed off, not knowing anything, Jeong Yu-na spotted Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a looking around and ran over to them.

"Hey, you two!"

"Oh? Yu-na!"

"Yu-na! You're here too, as expected."

Meeting Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a, Jeong Yu-na first asked about the situation.

"What's going on?"

"We don't know either. The alarm bell suddenly rang. There was definitely demonic energy detected nearby."

"I looked around on my way here, but there was nothing around! Could it be some kind of emergency drill?"

At Han Su-a's words, Jeong Yu-na shook her head and said:

"No, it can't be that. They always notify us in advance for such drills, and this kind of drill has more negative aspects, like people not gathering when it's actually important."

"Then why did the alarm bell ring?"

While the puzzled exorcists gathered and murmured among themselves, the alarm bell suddenly stopped.

Then someone stepped forward in front of the exorcists and said:

"It was an error! An error! Everyone, we apologize! Please return to your activities!"

"An error?"

"You're calling such an important matter an error? Are you joking?"

As exorcists went up to the person who claimed it was an error and questioned them, Yeon Ho-jin said to Jeong Yu-na and Han Su-a:

"An error? Even if the barrier is old, that's ridiculous."

"Well, the barrier is quite old, so maybe it could happen?"

"That's true, but they should have maintained it better because of that."

While Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a were discussing the error situation, Jeong Yu-na, who had been looking around, said:

"By the way, where's Ye-a?"

At Jeong Yu-na's question about Ye-a's whereabouts, Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a looked at her.

"Ye-a? I don't know? Maybe she's still on her way? Look, people are still arriving."

As Yeon Ho-jin pointed to the exorcists who were arriving late, Jeong Yu-na shook her head and said:

"No, Ye-a's house is much closer than where we live. You both know that from when we visited for the blessing ceremony, right?"

Hearing Jeong Yu-na's words, Han Su-a said:

"That's true. With Ye-a's personality, she would have arrived before us. She's not the type to be late..."

At Han Su-a's words, Jeong Yu-na looked in the direction of Baek Ye-a's house.

"I have a bad feeling about this..."

Hearing Jeong Yu-na say she had a bad feeling, Yeon Ho-jin said:

"She probably just didn't hear it because she was sleeping or something. Let's head back."

"Since we've met because of this error anyway, how about going to a café and having dinner together? I know a good place."

Despite the two's suggestions, Jeong Yu-na, who had been staring in the direction of Baek Ye-a's house for a while, turned to Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a and said:

"Sorry, I think I need to stop by Ye-a's place for a moment."

Feeling an ominous premonition, Jeong Yu-na started running toward Baek Ye-a's house.

<>

"...Ah."

When I opened my eyes, I found myself tied to a pillar.

"You're awake."

As soon as I saw Shimae sitting in front of me with her back turned, maintaining her Golcham, I tensed my entire body to try to break free from the ropes, but whatever they were made of, they didn't budge at all.

After struggling a couple more times, I gave up trying to untie the ropes and said to Shimae:

"What is this? Where have you taken me?"

"Even if I told you, you wouldn't know where this is."

At Shimae's words, I frowned and said:

"Now that you've captured me like this, what are you planning to do?"

"Would you even understand if I told you? You've lost a lot of blood, so you must be dizzy. Just stay still and don't get worked up, okay? Cheongdam will be here soon."

Lost a lot of blood?

At those words, I examined my body and indeed felt the traces of a deep cut on my side.

I see, so I was cut and lost in the end. Even after taking the stat-boosting potion.

"And I crushed it."

"...What?"

"Your middle finger. Don't you remember?"

At her question about whether I'd forgotten, I remembered giving Shimae the finger.

"Argh...!"

Feeling the pain belatedly rushing in like a flood, I swallowed my scream.

This crazy woman crushed my finger just for that?

Trying somehow to endure the pain while looking ahead, I shouted loudly:

"You're completely insane!"

"Be grateful I didn't cut it off. If it weren't for Cheongdam, I would have."

Through the pain, recent events passed through my mind like a panorama.

Suddenly getting into trouble with Jin Seo-yeon, suffering mentally because of "The Calling," thinking I'd safely returned from "The Calling" only to end up fighting with this lunatic Shimae and getting my finger crushed.

Even after taking the stat-boosting potion.

"Ha... ha..."

Talk about bad luck. Seriously.

Damn it.

As my eyes adjusted to the darkness through the pain, I looked around and realized this wasn't indoors.

It was a cave.
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"Anyway, if you just wait here, Cheongdam will come. Stop struggling and stay put."

With those final words, Shimae disappeared from the cave.

"Ungh..."

My fingers throbbed with pain, and my entire body ached.

I had been thrashing around so much earlier that the ropes had chafed against my skin through my clothes.

"What did I even do wrong..."

I was muttering to myself when memories of past events made me close my mouth.

Well, it's not like I haven't done anything wrong.

After staring blankly into space for a moment, I started moving my body again.

I can't just stay still like this.

It would be foolish to remain passive when I have no idea what they might do to me.

So I kept wriggling my body around.

Squirm, squirm.

Heave, heave.

Heave, heave.

Hea—

"Argh!"

I screamed as I accidentally pressed on my broken finger while twisting my body.

Nothing's working at all.

"Heh heh heh..."

After a while, I heard laughter coming from the darkness.

"Your struggling looks quite amusing. Entertaining, even."

I didn't need to ask who it was. I already knew the identity of the old man watching me from the shadows.

"Cheongdam..."

When I called his name, Cheongdam responded with surprise.

"Oh? You know who I am?"

"How could I not?"

Looking at Cheongdam, I could feel my expression souring.

Even back when I was playing this as a game in the real world, I never liked Cheongdam.

The reason was simple—trace back any conspiracy, and this bastard was always at the root of it.

That's why I personally called him "Again-dam."

'It's Cheongdam again?'

Hearing my words, Cheongdam looked at my hand with his hideously aged face and said, "Your finger is broken. Does it hurt?"

"Just pull it once and slap on a healing talisman. Don't even think about touching my body."

Hearing my response, Cheongdam smiled unpleasantly and said, "No, I'm merely concerned that an imperfect body would increase the chances of failure for the upcoming Descent. You have no right to refuse."

"The Descent? You're planning to use my body as a Vessel?"

"Well, who knows? If they're willing, why wouldn't I?"

These people all seem to have some disease that makes them talk strangely.

Just say yes or no.

I thought of a way to irritate Cheongdam immediately.

Eat this.

While still tied up, I wiggled my broken middle finger and pointed it at Cheongdam.

"Interesting."

Cheongdam grabbed my hand with his rough fingers and examined it from different angles.

"Don't move."

Then he yanked my middle finger straight.

"Ugh...!"

I tried to endure it, but a small groan escaped my lips.

This time, as Cheongdam grabbed my other hand, I gritted my teeth and said, "Don't touch my body anymore...!"

"Only the victor gets to make demands."

He pulled my other finger straight, and I could now move my fingers somewhat awkwardly.

It seemed he had only dislocated the finger joints.

"It's rare for Shimae to disobey my orders. You must have really upset her?"

As Cheongdam looked at me as if waiting for an answer, I smirked and said, "Shut up. Your breath stinks."

Hearing my words, Cheongdam's face twisted into a smile as he replied, "Good. This makes capturing you worthwhile. However..."

Slap!

Cheongdam struck my cheek.

"Acting like a child to provoke your enemy while captured isn't particularly admirable, is it?"

"Ptui."

I spat the blood that had pooled in my mouth at Cheongdam and said, "Oh, sorry. You look so trashy I thought you were a garbage can."

The reason for my boldness was simple.

I was hoping Cheongdam would kill me in a fit of rage.

From what Cheongdam said, it seemed he planned to use me as a Vessel.

If that happened, he might use my body to kill and exploit even more people.

I'd rather die than let that happen.

I absolutely refused to harm others, even if it wasn't by my own will.

But Cheongdam seemed to understand my intentions well, as he merely smiled and said, "Wait a little longer. I'll be back soon."

Then Cheongdam left me alone and went somewhere.

"...Bastard."

I absolutely will not yield like this.

Never.

<>

Wherever Lee Hui-hyeon moved with "Baek Ye-a," the main forces of the World-Ending Cult in the area were swept away.

The World-Ending Cult.

An old enemy that had appeared at some point in the previous cycle and persistently interfered with Lee Hui-hyeon.

As Lee Hui-hyeon's life became rougher, the demon-worshipping group transformed from a somewhat negotiable faction into mortal enemies who had to be eliminated.

The group that once boldly charged at him now hesitated or fled at the sight of Lee Hui-hyeon.

But Lee Hui-hyeon silently swung his sword even at those who had lost the will to fight.

Foolish people who had the power to protect others but used that power only for themselves, to destroy the world.

Their punishment was death.

"The Unkillable will come in the end! He will take your life!"

One of them shouted, but Lee Hui-hyeon cut him down expressionlessly.

"Please spare me! I don't want to die!"

He also cut down those who seemed relatively sane.

Kill one cult member, save one person. Kill a cult executive, save a hundred. Kill the cult leader, save a thousand.

Lee Hui-hyeon justified his killings this way, deliberately ignoring the pain that came from taking lives.

For Lee Hui-hyeon, the pleasure derived from violence was an extremely repulsive emotion.

Not for a single moment had he enjoyed killing them, but he did it for the sake of one person and the world.

After cutting down the last cult member, Lee Hui-hyeon emotionlessly shook the blood from his blade. At that moment, "Baek Ye-a," who had been clearing out cult members elsewhere, approached him.

"I've finished on my side too, Hui-hyeon."

Lee Hui-hyeon turned to "Baek Ye-a" and asked, "Why are you helping me?"

"What do you mean?"

"No matter how I think about it, I can't understand why you would help me. What are you thinking? What's your reason for helping me?"

In response to Lee Hui-hyeon's question, "Baek Ye-a" merely offered an enigmatic smile.

Looking at Baek Ye-a, Lee Hui-hyeon said, "Why aren't you saying anything?"

"Because I don't want to lie to you, Hui-hyeon."

Upon hearing that she didn't want to lie, Lee Hui-hyeon placed his sword against "Baek Ye-a's" neck.

Despite having a blade at her throat, "Baek Ye-a" didn't even blink.

"I know roughly what you're planning."

"Oh? How?"

"You're planning to attack Myeongju. On a large scale."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a" slightly pressed her neck against the tip of his sword and said, "That's right. I'm going to attack Myeongju. And I'll kill everyone. No one in Myeongju will survive."

At those words, Lee Hui-hyeon swung his sword, but "Baek Ye-a" had already stepped back.

"But Hui-hyeon, that's all for your sake."

"I never asked you to kill people for me."

"I know. And you're not the type to let that happen. You move only to save the world. But Hui-hyeon, do you know? There are problems in this world that can't be solved through moderate methods. This is one of those cases. You're similar to me, Hui-hyeon. You're trying to save the world by killing people."

Hearing "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon quietly looked at her before saying, "Is that why you became a monster? By cutting away part of yourself?"

"Hui-hyeon. For now, just accept my help. I share your goal of destroying the World-Ending Cult. You don't need to struggle to keep everything intact. If something is unnecessary, it should be cut away. For example, that could be..."

"Baek Ye-a" took a breath before saying to Lee Hui-hyeon, "Another version of me?"

At "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon's expression gradually hardened.

"Do you understand what you're saying right now?"

In response, "Baek Ye-a" smiled lightly and said, "I'm joking, Hui-hyeon. Just joking. You look so scary I can hardly speak."

She chuckled softly.

"It's okay, Hui-hyeon. Use me for now. I'll fully cooperate in eliminating the World-Ending Cult and 'that person.'"

As "Baek Ye-a" was speaking to Lee Hui-hyeon, a bird suddenly flew toward them in a hurry.

It was Hwayun.

"Enlightened One! Something terrible has happened!"

"What? What's going on?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Hwayun transformed into human form and said breathlessly, "Baek Ye-a... Baek Ye-a has been captured by Shimae!"

"What?"

Upon hearing Hwayun's words, Lee Hui-hyeon's expression visibly hardened.
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After hearing Hwayun's words, Lee Hui-hyeon remained silent.

Hwayun occasionally glanced at Lee Hui-hyeon, trying to gauge his reaction, while Baek Ye-a sometimes observed the two of them, wondering what they were thinking.

After several minutes, Lee Hui-hyeon finally spoke to Hwayun.

"So, Ye-a has been captured, is that it?"

"Yes, I should have reported it immediately. I sincerely apologize for not informing you sooner."

The moment Lee Hui-hyeon heard Hwayun's report, he realized that despite Baek Ye-a's contact with Shimae, Hwayun had not rushed to inform him.

*He probably thought it would be fine to tell me after something happened.*

Hwayun had always possessed a strangely relaxed aspect to his nature.

Recognizing this faster than anyone, Hwayun had preemptively apologized to Lee Hui-hyeon, but Lee Hui-hyeon quietly glared at Hwayun with a knife in hand before speaking.

"You were careless, Hwayun. Did you really think Ye-a could win against Shimae?"

"I'm truly sorry, Destroyer."

As Hwayun bowed his head deeply, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"First, find out where Ye-a is. Everything else comes after that."

After hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun continued:

"Also, Shimae had Golcham with her."

Upon hearing that Shimae possessed Golcham, Lee Hui-hyeon wrapped a bandage around his knife and replied:

"I know. No matter how much one's nature changes, some things never change."

*So he already knew.*

Hwayun raised his head to look at Lee Hui-hyeon and said:

"Then I'll quickly search for places where Baek Ye-a might be and inform you."

"Wait a moment."

Lee Hui-hyeon stopped Hwayun as he was about to transform and fly away, then turned to "Baek Ye-a" and said:

"Try talking to Ye-a now and find out where she is."

"Okay, I'll try."

"Baek Ye-a" closed her eyes and seemed to mutter something, then opened her eyes again and spoke:

"Hmm, it seems they've prepared defenses against this kind of approach too."

"What's not working?"

"Well, it shouldn't be impossible due to geographic distance, so I think they must have blocked it with some kind of magical measure? Of course, they wouldn't have done this specifically to block me, so it's probably some barrier they set up to block something else."

After hearing "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon said to Hwayun:

"Did you hear that? Search thoroughly for places with barriers or similar structures. And if you find anything even slightly suspicious, report it immediately."

With those words, Lee Hui-hyeon stood up.

Watching him, Hwayun asked:

"Destroyer, where are you going?"

"I'm going back to Yegak Academy to request help."

Hwayun tried to stop him, saying:

"That's not possible! They'll certainly ask about the source of your information, and no matter what excuse you give, wouldn't it be too unnatural? I'm already searching while we speak, so please calm down a little!"

"Yes, Hui-hyeon. Just calm down a bit. There's no need to move so hastily. It hasn't even been a day yet."

Though both of them tried to dissuade Lee Hui-hyeon with their own reasoning, he replied to them in a calm tone:

"I've thought about this calmly and rationally. And as for the source, there's no need to worry. If things go wrong, I can just go to Sodo."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's mention of Sodo—meaning he would go to the Outlands as he had in some previous life—Hwayun waved his hands and said:

"But wouldn't that leave Baek Ye-a in even more danger? This incident happened while you were briefly away! So please, give me a week... no, three days! Just three days! I'll find her somehow!"

"Three days..."

As Lee Hui-hyeon showed signs of hesitation, "Baek Ye-a" spoke up:

"I think I understand what you're worried about. You're concerned they might turn another me into a vessel, right?"

When Lee Hui-hyeon looked at "Baek Ye-a," she continued:

"Originally, it takes a week to turn a human into a vessel. Moreover, the other me is an exorcist. It would take longer than for an ordinary person, not less."

"Would they not know that? Even if they don't use her as a vessel, other problems could arise."

"I know, I know. But considering they captured her without killing her, the other me should be fine. So let's wait a little. We'll definitely find her."

After hearing "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"One day."

"What?"

"Just one day. I can't wait any longer than that."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a" nodded and said:

"Alright, one day."

Seeing important matters being decided without his input, Hwayun stepped forward and said:

"W-wait a moment! One day is too short!"

"One day is all you get. I've made my decision."

Lee Hui-hyeon spoke as if he would no longer accept any objections.

When Jeong Yu-na arrived at Baek Ye-a's house, she found Baek Ye-a's bag lying in front of it.

"This is..."

After discovering Baek Ye-a's bag, Jeong Yu-na anxiously knocked on the door.

"Ye-a! Ye-a!"

No matter how much she knocked or rang the doorbell, Baek Ye-a didn't appear.

"Where on earth did you go..."

As Jeong Yu-na walked back to the front of Baek Ye-a's house, she detected faint demonic energy flowing through the air.

A tingling sensation that could be felt with just the brush of a fingertip.

"What's this?"

Probing further, she sensed traces of demonic and spiritual energy colliding in the air.

With this, Jeong Yu-na realized:

Baek Ye-a had been attacked by something in front of her house, fought, and then disappeared somewhere.

If the alarm bell that rang earlier was because of this...

"It wasn't an error...! Ye-a...!"

Something had happened to her closest friend.

Once she realized this, she couldn't just stay there any longer.

Jeong Yu-na grabbed Baek Ye-a's bag and ran back to the academy.

I don't know how long I've been tied up in this cave.

All I know is that the fragrance rising from somewhere made it difficult to maintain consciousness.

A scent similar to what I smelled during "The Calling."

Is there some herb that instantly makes people lose their minds?

Right, there was. What am I saying? I've seen it several times.

It was called Illusion Spirit Grass, wasn't it?

"Nngh..."

As I tried to move my hand through the mental haze, I found I could now make a fist.

Thanks to the exceptional recovery ability of an exorcist's body, my fingers seemed to have healed.

"I need to get out of here..."

As I muttered quietly and looked around, I noticed the surroundings were covered with something bright red.

What is this red stuff?

"Ah..."

The moment I raised my gaze to look ahead, I tightly shut my eyes.

Because I saw what was "piled up" right where my gaze fell.

Blood.

Human blood.

"You damn monster bastards..."

What do these creatures think humans are?

Even if they needed something red, there are plenty of alternatives besides humans, yet they kill people so casually.

No matter how many times I saw it in previous cycles, I could never get used to monsters who treat humans as if they were nothing.

The scene before me now was revolting even when I saw it in the game.

"Baek Ye-a."

Hearing someone call my name, I looked up to see Shimae standing there.

I asked her:

"Was it you?"

"What?"

"Those people, did you make them like that?"

At my question, Shimae smiled and said:

"Yes, and what are you going to do about it? You who have no power."

No power.

I couldn't respond to those words.

After all, the reason I was captured was indeed because I lacked power.

But I didn't want to give in like this.

Just because someone is weak doesn't mean they deserve to end up like that.

"You're beasts. No, worse than beasts. Even beasts don't do things like this."

"Of course not. They lack power too. In the end, those without power die like this."

"This is why I hate you all. You have no respect or consideration for the weak, just seeing them as tools to use. What did those people ever do wrong to you? They did nothing wrong!"

I just didn't want to lose.

I wanted to deny Shimae somehow, so I said those words.

This was something I could never deny or compromise on.

"Did nothing wrong, you say?"

"Yes! They did nothing wrong! There's no reason they should die like this!"

"Well, you humans have forgotten the past, so of course you'd say that."

Shimae took a step toward me and said:

"But Baek Ye-a, just because you've forgotten, just because time has passed, it doesn't mean the sin disappears."

"What nonsense is that?"

"I'd like to tell you to leave knowing the truth, but unfortunately, time is almost up. Do you know why I came looking for you like this?"

"How would I know? Judging by your nonsense, you probably came to run your mouth."

"Haha, even in this situation, your sharp tongue continues. I came not just for your wit, but because this is the last time I'll see you."

"...The last time?"

"Time's up now, Baek Ye-a. I won't light the incense again, so enjoy your final moments."

Having said what she wanted to say, Shimae disappeared somewhere again.

It doesn't seem like a week has passed yet, so what does she mean by "the last time"?

Recalling Shimae's final words, I was simply confused on many levels.
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So I decided.

In this life, I would become a heroine dedicated only to you, not the protagonist.

This time.

This time, without fail...

<>

"..."

When I opened my eyes again, Cheongdam was standing before me.

"Did you sleep well?"

I silently glared at Cheongdam in front of me.

"Heh heh heh... Seeing that fire in your eyes, it seems your spirit remains unbroken. Did you spend your final moments well?"

I asked Cheongdam, who was acting so leisurely while I was bound.

"So what do you really plan to do with me now?"

"Is that so important? Whatever you hear won't make any difference anyway."

"Tell me. It matters to me. Are you going to turn me into a Vessel? To kill people?"

After staring at me for a moment, Cheongdam smirked and said:

"Yes, even in this situation, you're still worried about that. Indeed, no matter how much time passes, the essence of that detestable person never changes, is that it?"

Cheongdam made some incomprehensible remark, then continued.

"Fine, I don't mind telling you. Your body will become a prison."

"A prison?"

At my question, Cheongdam smiled and said:

"Yes, a prison. Your purpose is to be a cage for the most troublesome variable. I needed to verify several things for this, but that wasn't the difficult part."

The moment I heard Cheongdam's words, a thought struck me like lightning.

"Now that I think about it, Jin Seo-yeon's attitude seemed off somehow. Did you manipulate Jin Seo-yeon to make me receive 'The Calling'?"

"Quite a leap, isn't it?"

"It's a deduction."

The reason for my "deduction" was simple.

Because I was dealing with Cheongdam.

Cheongdam always plots conspiracies in ways you'd never expect.

Always in unexpected ways—before you know it, you find yourself in the middle of a scheme.

His statement that "I needed to verify several things, but that wasn't difficult" was essentially a confession to me.

The timing of Shimae finding me right after "The Calling" ended, plus the timeline—everything pointed to Cheongdam being behind the conspiracy.

Then Cheongdam readily admitted to me:

"Crude but impressive. Yes, that's what I did."

The moment I heard that, I gritted my teeth.

So it was all because of this bastard.

I took a deep breath and smiled at Cheongdam as I said:

"You motherfucker."

"What does that mean?"

"It means 'your mother,' you motherless bastard."

Despite my crude insult, Cheongdam responded as if unmoved.

"I see. In my thousand years of life, that's the first time I've heard such words."

"Pretend all you want, but you're seething inside, aren't you? Angry? Your mother! Your mother! Your fucking mother!"

After my triple insult, Cheongdam said to me:

"As I told you before, behaving like a child to disturb your enemy's composure while you're tied up isn't a good strategy."

I'm doing this deliberately, you old bastard.

From what I could tell, Cheongdam clearly disliked childish behavior more than my cursing.

So I continued without stopping:

"What are you going to do about it, your—"

Slap—I was struck across the face again, but I didn't care.

See? I made Cheongdam angry.

I can even manipulate the mood of a thousand-year-old great demon!

"Ptui."

Of course, I didn't forget to spit the blood in my mouth back at Cheongdam.

"Your face looks like a garbage can no matter when I see it."

And the provocation continued.

It was the maximum resistance I could offer while tied up.

But Cheongdam ended it with just another slap and stepped back from me.

"I was going to let you go with a clear mind, but you're bringing misfortune upon yourself."

As soon as Cheongdam finished speaking, the cave began filling with smoke.

As my consciousness grew hazy, I realized I hadn't asked Cheongdam the important questions.

Why was "The Calling" necessary, what was the troublesome variable, and whose prison was my body meant to be?

As my mind grew foggy, strangely enough, I thought of Hui-hyeon.

<>

"Ah."

"Baek Ye-a," who had been hanging her head, suddenly looked up.

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been waiting for news beside her, asked:

"What's wrong all of a sudden?"

"Baek Ye-a" suddenly stood up and looked out the window.

Concerned by her strange behavior, Lee Hui-hyeon approached and asked:

"Why are you acting like this suddenly? Are you okay?"

"Baek Ye-a" turned to Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Hui-hyeon."

"I'm listening. Tell me."

"She's calling me."

At those words, Lee Hui-hyeon asked with hope in his voice:

"Calling? Is it Ye-a?"

"Baek Ye-a" thought for a moment before answering:

"It is another me. But it's not her own will."

"What do you mean, not her own will?"

"It's definitely me calling, but it's not me. It seems like someone else is involved..."

At the mention of "someone else's involvement," Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"Someone else's involvement? Then it must be Cheongdam. Can you tell where she is?"

"Ganyangju. Some cave in Ganyangju. The location is..."

"Baek Ye-a" suddenly stopped mid-sentence.

"Baek Ye-a?"

Lee Hui-hyeon called her name, but "Baek Ye-a" stood dazed for a moment before saying:

"Being pulled away."

With those words, "Baek Ye-a's" Vessel collapsed sideways.

As "Baek Ye-a" fell, Lee Hui-hyeon took out the Gasaengi that Hwayun had given him for communication.

"Hwayun, are you listening?"

The Gasaengi responded by moving its mouth:

"Yes, Destroyer! I'm listening!"

"A cave in Ganyangju. I don't know the exact location. Mobilize all 'The Eyes' across the Human World if necessary, but find Ye-a without fail."

"Yes, understood, Destroyer. I'll do that."

Normally, Hwayun would have asked, "What? Destroyer? How did you know about that?" But given the situation, he immediately responded and began gathering all "The Eyes" in Ganyangju.

With the search area narrowed, finding her was just a matter of time.

<>

Jeong Yu-na headed to Yegak Academy and told the other Exorcists who remained there what she had seen.

A bag had been dropped in front of Baek Ye-a's house, and there were signs of a fight where Demonic Energy and Spiritual Energy had clashed.

After hearing the story, several Exorcists along with Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a went with Jeong Yu-na to the Exorcist Corps, showing Baek Ye-a's bag and relaying the information.

Exorcist Jeong Su-pyeong then said:

"So it wasn't an error. We'll immediately prepare countermeasures and request searches in each region."

Despite Jeong Su-pyeong's words, Jeong Yu-na still seemed anxious and fidgeted as she asked:

"How long will that take?"

"Well, we need time to send requests to the regions, so it will take at least a week."

"That's too long!"

At Han Su-a's outcry, Yeon Ho-jin also agreed:

"That's right. Doesn't it usually take a week to turn an ordinary human into a Vessel? Can't we do it any faster?"

"I understand your concern, but I'm sorry. Given the circumstances... Oh, have you informed the Baek Clan separately?"

Jeong Yu-na shook her head and replied:

"No, not yet."

"Then I'll request help from the Baek Clan as well. That might speed things up."

"Yes, thank you."

"This is our job. We should be thanking you for not missing even this small clue and coming to inform us."

At Jeong Su-pyeong's mention of requesting help from the Baek Clan, Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a looked at each other.

They remembered their previous conversation about how Baek Ye-a's reason for hiding her talents was likely related to her family.

"Will it be okay?"

"It should be. Given the situation, wouldn't they be eager to help?"

Both of them felt somewhat uneasy.

<>

Baek Ye-a opened her eyes in the darkness.

And the moment she opened them, she recognized the body she was in.

Is this another me's body?

With a hopeful heart, she observed internally and felt the sleeping consciousness of Baek Ye-a.

"..."

Baek Ye-a took measures to keep the other self's consciousness separate from her own, then looked around with golden eyes rimmed with red.

The surroundings glowed red, indicating magical activity, and "Divine Age Script" was written on the floor.

Baek Ye-a spoke with a somewhat dissatisfied tone about her surroundings:

"So this is how you're going to play it."

She applied slight force to her body, and the ropes fell away with a snapping sound.

As she took a step forward, barriers howled fiercely from all directions.

Baek Ye-a stepped back, then turned her gaze to one spot and said:

"Did you prepare all this to imprison me, Cheongdam? I'm overwhelmed by such a warm welcome."

"For someone like you, this much is necessary, isn't it? True Baek Ye-a."

Hearing Cheongdam's words, Baek Ye-a smiled.

It was a chilling smile that made observers involuntarily draw breath.

"When did you notice?"

"From the moment I saw you. You were too much like Baek Ye-a."

"I was so careful."

"For all that care, your movements were too smooth. If I had remained ignorant a little longer, you would have almost succeeded."

At Cheongdam's words, Baek Ye-a brought one hand to her chin.

"You know that my being here doesn't mean I can't command my underlings, right?"

"Can I not handle such trivial minions? When the 'head' is here."

Hearing Cheongdam's words, Baek Ye-a ran her hand along the barrier.

A large electrical discharge sparked, causing smoke to rise from her hand.

"Don't think about breaking through. That barrier was used in the distant past of the Divine Age to imprison wrongdoers. Even with 'The Eyes,' you can't break it."

"Well, we'll see about that."

Baek Ye-a pushed her smoking hand against the barrier, slowly pushing it back.

"You prepared well, but this means nothing to me. I have 'The Eyes.' Imprisoning me in this body was a mistake, Cheongdam. You've actually gifted me with 'The Complete Eyes.'"

She slowly inserted one arm through the barrier.

Seeing this, Cheongdam spoke with surprise:

"Amazing. Even so, you must be in pain?"

"This level of pain is nothing compared to what Hui-hyeon endured. Besides, despite appearances, I'm a heroine. A heroine who tried to become the protagonist."

"A heroine who tried to become the protagonist? Both that child and you speak in incomprehensible ways."

Having broken through the barrier at some point, Baek Ye-a looked toward where Cheongdam was and said:

"Well, let's just say I'm a heroine in this life. You don't need to know. Surely this isn't the end?"

At Baek Ye-a's question, Cheongdam chuckled and said:

"Of course not. The means to imprison powerful beings like you were being created even as we speak."

Soon, a wide formation spread beneath Baek Ye-a's feet.
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Lee Hui-hyeon had been traveling toward Ganyangju since the previous day.

While the car was briefly stopped at a rest area where they had stayed before, Lee Hui-hyeon took out his Gasaengi from his chest.

"Hwayun, report the situation."

"Yes! Annihilator! After investigating cave formations throughout Ganyangju, I haven't found anything particularly suspicious!"

"Where do we need to investigate next?"

"There are 24 locations remaining, of which 12 are suspicious."

"12 places? That's too many. Narrow it down to three."

"Yes, I'll do that. But Annihilator, may I ask you something?"

At Hwayun's question, Lee Hui-hyeon tapped his finger a couple of times before responding.

"What is it?"

"How did you know that Baek Ye-a was in Ganyangju?"

Receiving Hwayun's question, Lee Hui-hyeon explained.

The monster they had encountered was actually a split form of Baek Ye-a, and she was forcibly pulled out of her vessel due to some ritual performed by Cheongdam.

After hearing the story, Hwayun said:

"I see. So that monster was a split form of Baek Ye-a. Indeed, there was something off about her—it was that woman after all."

"Hwayun."

"I apologize. But more importantly, being forcibly pulled out..."

"Do you know something about this? This is my first time experiencing it too."

Despite having lived through multiple lives, Lee Hui-hyeon was experiencing many things for the first time in this life.

Hwayun pondered for a moment before answering.

"Actually, I have no idea about that part either. Even in the distant past, there were no instances of a split form separating from the main body."

"Yet you accepted my explanation quite easily."

"That's because it came from you, Annihilator."

"True, I don't usually talk nonsense. Unlike you."

"Exactly! I would believe you even if you said you could make bean paste out of red beans!"

Just as Hwayun finished speaking, they heard the driver calling for passengers heading to Ganyangju.

Lee Hui-hyeon put the Gasaengi back into his chest and boarded the vehicle again.

<>

"Let me ask you one thing."

Cheongdam spoke to Baek Ye-a while maintaining a wide formation beneath his feet.

"What do you want to know?"

"What exactly is your purpose?"

At Cheongdam's question about her purpose, Baek Ye-a asked:

"How am I supposed to understand when you leave out the subject? Speak clearly."

"What were you thinking when you planned to attack Myeongju?"

At Cheongdam's question, Baek Ye-a smiled.

"Is that what you wanted to know? Couldn't your brilliant mind figure it out? Go ahead, tell me what you think my intentions were for attacking Myeongju."

Reflecting on Baek Ye-a's question, Cheongdam recalled her behavior.

As a great demon, Baek Ye-a's movements had been unrestrained.

She had controlled the political situation with something beyond Cheongdam's own ability to glimpse the future.

Moreover, Baek Ye-a was worshipped as a god among her subordinates, who believed she would finally achieve her goal this time.

Or more accurately, she had kept only those subordinates who worshipped her.

No matter how capable or exceptional a demon might be, she mercilessly killed anyone who didn't follow her without question.

Being an object of worship meant there was no need to think when following her.

Leading subordinates who followed without any doubt and planning to attack Myeongju clearly meant there were aspects Baek Ye-a herself would find troublesome if questioned.

But this information wasn't enough to deduce everything.

Considering the importance of maintaining the current standoff in Myeongju and Baek Ye-a's actions...

Cheongdam asked her with a sense of dread:

"Baek Ye-a, corrupted Marigold. What lies at your core?"

Receiving Cheongdam's question, Baek Ye-a simply smiled and said:

"Well, what do you think lies at my core?"

"What do you mean by that?"

"At my core, there is no monster like the one you follow. My core is only Hui-hyeon. Are you still curious about why I wanted to attack Myeongju?"

Looking at Baek Ye-a, Cheongdam's expression hardened.

"It seems I was greatly mistaken to think of you as merely a variable in my plans. From now on, I, Cheongdam, will use all my power to kill you."

At this moment, Cheongdam changed his approach.

The preparations Cheongdam had made to create a prison would have been enough to kill an ordinary great demon if he had focused on killing instead, but from the beginning, Cheongdam had not intended to kill Baek Ye-a.

She was necessary for the coming apocalypse.

But after conversing with Baek Ye-a, Cheongdam discovered what lay at her core.

With something else at her core, Baek Ye-a was a "heretic" who must be killed.

Though she had broken the barrier formed with Divine Age Script initially, Cheongdam's preparations didn't end there.

While Baek Ye-a was regaining consciousness, a thoroughly prepared formation surrounded her.

Now this formation was a wall that would crush Baek Ye-a's body.

As Baek Ye-a stretched out her hand, countless sword techniques erupted from her fingertips.

With her attacks, having reached a level where she could wield divine movements, the barrier shattered thousands of layers at once.

This was a divine technique among divine techniques that only Baek Ye-a with "The Eyes" could perform, impossible for ordinary great demons to imitate.

At first, Baek Ye-a smoothly broke through the formation using "The Complete Eyes" and her power, but gradually she felt the physical limitations of her body as the formation tightened around her.

As expected, this wasn't a simple possession.

Even as she destroyed barriers, the formations around her multiplied layer by layer with Cheongdam's continuous murmuring.

Though smoke rose from her hands, Baek Ye-a fiercely fought against the barrier, pushing away the burned areas with her unique healing ability.

If her "main body" had been here, she could have easily overcome this situation...

"Marigold, your hands are getting slower. Is it because you're not yet accustomed to using your original body after so long?"

At Cheongdam's voice, Baek Ye-a replied:

"No, I was just thinking about how to kill you after I destroy all these formations."

"Yet I can feel your momentum fading even as we speak."

"What's fading is your lifeline. I hope you prepared plenty of barriers. The moment I break through them all, you're as good as dead."

"I look forward to it. Give it a try."

At some point, Cheongdam's speed of creating barriers surpassed Baek Ye-a's speed of destroying them, but Cheongdam never let his guard down.

The barriers, normally invisible, became visible to the naked eye, yet Cheongdam bound Baek Ye-a even tighter.

He had to end this now.

He had to remove this "heretic."

The existence of "heretics" had always made Cheongdam pay a heavy price.

"....."

Then Cheongdam sensed something intruding and stopped his incantation to look behind him.

There was a rat, but Cheongdam immediately recognized what it was.

Thwack.

He crushed the rat instantly, but his position had already been discovered.

Have I been found out?

Just as Cheongdam thought this, he heard Baek Ye-a's mocking voice from behind.

"Cheongdam, it seems we've been discovered."

Cheongdam didn't deny Baek Ye-a's words and said:

"It seems I need to finish this quickly."

Sensing the more ominous killing intent than before, Baek Ye-a readjusted her stance.

<>

Lee Hui-hyeon had been walking through the mountains for a long time.

According to what Hwayun had told him, the traces of "The Eyes" had disappeared here.

"Something extremely powerful crushed it to death. It could be an accident like before, but this place is the most suspicious."

Baek Ye-a would be here if he went to this place.

Thinking this, Lee Hui-hyeon had been walking with the bandages of his sword unwrapped at some point.

After walking for a while, Lee Hui-hyeon suddenly discovered someone blocking his path.

It was Shimae.

"Annihilator, this isn't the first time we're meeting face to face, is it?"

At Shimae's words, Lee Hui-hyeon expressionlessly said:

"Shimae, step aside. If you do, I might pretend I didn't see you."

Despite this radical proposal offered to quickly rescue Baek Ye-a after her abduction, Shimae snorted and said:

"That won't be possible. I follow Cheongdam, you see."

Shimae pulled out the Cursed Sword Golcham from inside her arm.

Seeing Golcham, Lee Hui-hyeon frowned and said:

"How long do you plan to carry around your ancestor's bones? Haven't you ever thought about cremating the dead so they can rest properly?"

"That's none of your business. Especially not for a failed Annihilator like you who postpones purification and tries to save sinners."

As if further conversation was meaningless, Shimae pointed Golcham at Lee Hui-hyeon.

In response, Lee Hui-hyeon summoned a crimson energy flow to his sword.
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The battle could be seen from far away, they say.

A red sword slash cutting through the sky, crimson energy bursts erupting, and a completely scorched forest.

From the beginning, Shimae never thought she could defeat Lee Hui-hyeon.

After all, her opponent was none other than that Destroyer.

But perhaps it was too much to expect to hold out for long.

"Ugh..."

The destroyed Cursed Sword Golcham, blood splattered everywhere, and Shimae collapsed on the ground.

Among all the spilled blood, not a single drop belonged to Lee Hui-hyeon.

That fact frustrated Shimae to the very end.

Covered in blood and sitting on the ground, Shimae clutched her severed arm while glaring at Lee Hui-hyeon.

"As expected of the Destroyer. So this is it. I never thought I could win, but I didn't expect to lose this pathetically."

In response to Shimae's honest assessment, Lee Hui-hyeon, who had been holding Shimae's arm in his left hand, emotionlessly tossed it aside and said, "Honestly, I don't want to let you off this easily. Just thinking about how you killed the Dragon Blood Clan member and left threatening messages in Divine Age Script, how you brutally murdered all those people—it makes my blood boil. But I'm in a hurry, so I'll kill you quickly."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Shimae laughed and said, "Even if you go now, the Baek Ye-a you're trying to save is already gone."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Because Baek Ye-a's body was used as a prison. If you go now, you'll only find a monster wearing Baek Ye-a's shell."

"I'll see that with my own eyes. Now die."

As soon as he finished speaking, Lee Hui-hyeon swung his sword.

Shimae's severed head disappeared like a blooming flower as it slid down the slope.

She would feel pain like death but wouldn't actually die—she would find another vessel and flow back into the Human World.

The Cursed Sword Golcham was merely a recreation of the original she possessed, so while it could be damaged, it wouldn't be completely destroyed.

Regretting that he couldn't kill her completely, Lee Hui-hyeon headed toward Baek Ye-a again.

The cave he arrived at showed clear traces of battle from the entrance, evident in the lingering energy.

"..."

After briefly surveying the surroundings and confirming there were no traps, Lee Hui-hyeon rushed into the cave.

How long had he been walking? After proceeding deep inside for quite some time, Lee Hui-hyeon's footsteps came to a halt.

Inside a barrier so dense it was visible to the naked eye was...

"Ye-a!"

Lee Hui-hyeon shouted at Baek Ye-a who had collapsed inside the barrier, but she showed no signs of waking up.

Hands covered in wounds, torn school uniform, and burn marks on her skin.

It seemed Cheongdam had already fled.

Lee Hui-hyeon summoned crimson energy to his sword and slashed the barrier, which began to dissipate from the cut.

Approaching Baek Ye-a, Lee Hui-hyeon checked her pulse and breathing.

Fortunately, Baek Ye-a's physical condition was stable.

However, while examining her, Lee Hui-hyeon noticed something strange.

Despite the burn marks and torn uniform, her skin, except for her hands, was clean and unharmed.

Moreover, the wounds on Baek Ye-a's hands had been gradually healing since the moment he entered.

Seeing Baek Ye-a's abnormal recovery ability, Lee Hui-hyeon silently looked down at her.

Come to think of it, they had said "Baek Ye-a" was being taken away.

So the place she was taken to was...

"Nngh..."

Baek Ye-a, lying on the ground, let out a small groan.

Thinking that getting Baek Ye-a out of here was the priority, Lee Hui-hyeon took off his windbreaker, put it on her, and carried her on his back.

"Hwayun, are you there?"

With Baek Ye-a on his back, Lee Hui-hyeon took out a Gasaengi from his pocket and called for Hwayun.

"Yes, Destroyer. Did you complete your task successfully?"

"Yes, I did. Now I have something for you to do."

Lee Hui-hyeon gave instructions to Hwayun.

"Mmm..."

When I opened my eyes again, I was in some inn, not inside the cave.

Huh? I was definitely in a cave before.

"You're awake?"

Looking to the side, I saw Hui-hyeon staring down at me expressionlessly.

I was so startled that I hit him.

"Ow! You hit me as soon as you wake up?"

"Ah, sorry Hui-hyeon. I was just surprised. But why am I here? No, why are you here? Huh?"

While my mind was in confusion trying to make sense of the situation, Hui-hyeon said, "I rescued you."

"Oh, really?"

After a moment of silence, Hui-hyeon asked, "Is that all you have to say?"

"No, I have so much to say that I was just choosing what to say first."

I had so many things I wanted to tell Hui-hyeon when I met him.

So many that I didn't know where to start.

And now that we were face to face, I truly couldn't figure out what to say first.

After thinking for a moment, I said to Hui-hyeon, "Hui-hyeon, you're a Regressor, aren't you?"

"Regression?"

Hui-hyeon looked puzzled at the mention of being a Regressor.

Yes, that expression. It was always the expression he used when lying to me.

"Don't try to deceive me. I know you've repeated your life."

Only then did Hui-hyeon seem to understand and said, "Ah, you mean reincarnation?"

"Reincarnation?"

"I've been calling it reincarnation. But you're right. I am a Regressor."

Ah, I see.

So Hui-hyeon had been calling it reincarnation.

More importantly, he confirmed he was a Regressor.

Even though I already knew, hearing it directly from him felt somehow new.

"Why did you hide it?"

"Probably for the same reason you didn't tell me about your reincarnation?"

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I thought carefully.

Come to think of it, Hui-hyeon knew I was going to "The Calling."

The voice in my head had told him.

That means Hui-hyeon still doesn't know I'm a transmigrator.

Even if they had been close in previous cycles, they probably hadn't shared such secrets.

Especially since I was originally a man.

I asked Hui-hyeon my next question.

"Hui-hyeon, how did you know where to find me?"

"I had Hwayun do it."

"Hwayun?"

"Yeah, someone like that exists."

Hui-hyeon said it as if it were nothing special.

He clearly still had many secrets, but I decided to ask about them later and continued, "Then how did you bring me here?"

"I carried you on my back. Then we came to the nearest inn."

That must have been very heavy. I feel a bit sorry about that.

"Where are we?"

"Ganyangju, Resort Inn."

Ganyangju? So that's where I was.

"Hey, Hui-hyeon. I seriously don't remember anything after being put to sleep in the cave. What happened to Cheongdam? And Shimae?"

"Cheongdam escaped, and I killed Shimae. She's probably waking up somewhere beyond Myeongju by now."

He killed Shimae and Cheongdam escaped.

Hui-hyeon answered my questions as if they were nothing.

I was the one who got dragged around because I couldn't handle them.

Killing those monsters and making them flee.

Maybe Hui-hyeon is the real monster?

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"It's nothing, Hui-hyeon."

"Hui-hyeon, honestly, I have so many questions. I actually went into your room at the dormitory and found scriptures and books."

"You went into my room?"

"You know, I thought I was probably going to die because of 'The Calling,' so I went in to leave you some things... um..."

My voice gradually got quieter toward the end.

Oh, I didn't think about why I thought I would probably die.

Am I really an idiot?

But fortunately, Hui-hyeon didn't seem to catch on to that part and just asked, "So where are those books now?"

Maybe I shouldn't have brought this up.

"I put them in my bag. I was planning to show them to you later and question... you about them."

"Really? So where is that bag?"

"I lost it when I was dragged here. It's probably still in front of my house."

"I see..."

After hearing my words, Hui-hyeon seemed to be thinking about something and then said, "So you read those characters."

"Yes, and what are those characters anyway? I remember seeing them somewhere before, even in the cave."

When I mentioned seeing them in the cave too, Hui-hyeon said, "They're Divine Age Script."

"Divine Age Script?"

"Yes, an older form of writing. As I told you before, I'm a descendant of the Divine Palace, so I learned to read and write those characters from childhood."

"And Cheongdam was using them?"

"He's an ancient monster. It's not strange that he would know them."

Even after getting answers to my questions, I had even more questions, but I realized I hadn't said the most important thing.

"Um, Hui-hyeon."

"Yes?"

"With everything being so confusing and chaotic, I forgot to thank you. Thank you for saving me."

"It's nothing. I just did what I should do as the vice team leader."

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon's expression seemed slightly relieved.

As if he was glad that what he had been thinking about didn't happen.

...Huh?

If it's not just my imagination, his expressions seem more visible than before...

Before I could ask more, Hui-hyeon stood up.

"Where are you going?"

In response to my question, Hui-hyeon brought a small mirror from the corner of the room and said, "Ye-a, I think we need to talk about your physical condition now."

My physical condition? I was about to ask what was wrong with my body when I saw what Hui-hyeon showed me in the mirror and my eyes widened.

"Hui-hyeon, why do my eyes look like this?"

My eyes had the same red rim around them as Hui-hyeon's.

Ch.116 - 0. Side Story 2 - Marigold and Spider Lily
Early in the morning, Baek Ye-a woke up and gazed at Lee Hui-hyeon lying beside her.



0. Marigold and Spider Lily.




"Come on, wake up, Hui-hyeon. It's morning. Morning."

Baek Ye-a, who had prepared breakfast, smiled brightly as she woke Lee Hui-hyeon.

Seeing her, Lee Hui-hyeon said to Baek Ye-a, "What's the occasion? You made breakfast."

Normally, getting up early and preparing breakfast would have been Lee Hui-hyeon's job.

But today, for some reason, Baek Ye-a was wearing an apron and waking Hui-hyeon up.

Baek Ye-a puffed her cheeks and said, "What? When I make the effort to get up and prepare breakfast for you, you should be saying 'Oh thank you, Ye-a!' Why so many questions? Don't you like it?"

Hearing Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon recalled the previous times when Baek Ye-a had cooked.

As he remembered, Baek Ye-a's cooking skills couldn't honestly be called good, even to be polite.

That's why his reaction had been lukewarm, but in situations like this, Lee Hui-hyeon knew what he had to say.

"No, I like it. Thank you, Ye-a."

"That's more like it. Come out quickly."

When Lee Hui-hyeon came out, he saw the carefully prepared dishes on the table.

Rich-smelling soybean paste soup, grilled fish, and vegetable side dishes.

"Let's eat!"

"I'll enjoy this, Ye-a."

After taking the first spoonful, Lee Hui-hyeon couldn't help but genuinely express his amazement.

"Ye-a, what kind of magic did you use?"

"What's that supposed to mean? Did you think it would taste bad?"

Lee Hui-hyeon felt slightly caught, but tried to maintain his composure as he replied.

"No, not at all. It's just that it's so delicious. Your skills have really improved, haven't they?"

As Lee Hui-hyeon ate with genuine appreciation, Baek Ye-a said:

"Well, I am the all-capable Ye-a, after all."

She preened proudly.

"...Is that so?"

"What's with that reaction? Do you want to see blood first thing in the morning?"

"Wow! You really are the all-capable Ye-a! You're truly the best!"

Baek Ye-a seemed pleased with Lee Hui-hyeon's exaggerated response and said:

"Actually, I used 'The Eyes' to measure everything. It turns out they're quite useful for this kind of thing too."

Ah, so that's it. No wonder.

But grateful for the breakfast she had prepared, Lee Hui-hyeon smiled at Baek Ye-a and said:

"Thank you so much, Ye-a. This is the most delicious breakfast I've ever had."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's sincere words of gratitude, Baek Ye-a's face gradually turned red.

Seeing her face getting redder, Lee Hui-hyeon asked with concern:

"Your face is getting red. Are you okay?"

"Just eat your food!"

Lee Hui-hyeon ended up getting hit for no apparent reason.


After finishing breakfast, Baek Ye-a rummaged through the drawer and pulled out hair dye.

"Ye-a, didn't you do that a month ago too?"

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a laid paper on the floor and said:

"Your gray hair has grown out again. How can you have so much gray hair at your age? It used to be so black before."

At Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon smiled and said:

"Maybe it's because I have to use my brain a lot."

"Stop talking nonsense and come sit down. I'll apply the dye for you."

Following Baek Ye-a's instructions, Lee Hui-hyeon sat on the paper, wrapped a cloth around his body to prevent the dye from splashing, and entrusted his hair to Baek Ye-a.

While mixing the dye in a basket, Baek Ye-a said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"Hui-hyeon, isn't this nice? Being like this together?"

Though the question came suddenly, Lee Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"Yeah, it is. Just a few months ago, I couldn't have imagined this."

"It feels like we've been dreaming. Like the world was always fine, and we just had some strange dream... That kind of feeling."

"You're right. But we shouldn't forget the people who died in that battle. That's the duty of those who survived."

"I'll never forget Yu-na, Jeong-i, Yeon Ho-jin, and Han Su-a."

"...Right, they were such good kids."

As the atmosphere suddenly turned somber, Baek Ye-a tried to change the subject:

"Hui-hyeon, after we finish with the dye, shall we go out for a picnic?"

"A picnic?"

"Yes, a picnic. We'll pack some delicious food and go out together. We haven't been able to do that until now."

"Sure, let's do that."

The two decided on their plans for the day.


The two went out for their picnic and spread a mat at a suitable spot nearby.

The cool breeze blowing from afar, the now-blue sky, and the grassy field—it was an exceptionally beautiful day, as if everything existed just for the two of them today.

"Hui-hyeon, it feels good to be like this."

"Yeah, it really does feel good to be like this."

Lee Hui-hyeon looked into the distance, his expression lost in thought.

Baek Ye-a asked him:

"Hui-hyeon, what are you thinking about so deeply?"

Receiving Baek Ye-a's question, Lee Hui-hyeon looked at her and said:

"Just thinking about the past."

"The past?"

Baek Ye-a wondered if he was still thinking about the war, but it didn't seem like he was talking about that, so she asked:

"Can I ask what you're thinking about?"

"Sure, I was just thinking about someone who took care of me when I was young."

"Someone who took care of you?"

"Yes, someone who took care of me. Their name was Hwayun."

As he spoke, Lee Hui-hyeon's expression looked somewhat melancholic.

"What happened to them?"

"They died. Or more accurately, they ceased to exist."

Baek Ye-a found his words puzzling but thought it best not to probe further.

After all, they had come here to enjoy themselves, not to become depressed.

"I see. Don't be too sad. You have me now."

Hearing Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon looked at her with a somewhat enigmatic expression before nodding and saying:

"That's right, I have Ye-a now."

"..."

Baek Ye-a hit Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Ouch! Why are you hitting me again all of a sudden?"

"Something about your expression is irritating."

"That doesn't mean you should hit—Stop! Stop hitting me!"

Baek Ye-a chasing after Lee Hui-hyeon, hitting him as he tried to escape.

The two only stopped thirty minutes later.

And after a long while, the two returned home.


After returning from their picnic, Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a prepared dinner together.

"Ye-a, I can really do it by myself."

"I'm good at cooking now too, so let's do it together. Until now, I've let you do it alone because you insisted, but I can't let you keep doing that."

"But you've been doing the dishes all this time."

"Is that even work? There are only two of us. Anyway, hand me those vegetables. I'll wash them."

Baek Ye-a genuinely enjoyed preparing dinner together.

While doing anything with someone you love is enjoyable, preparing a meal together felt especially pleasant.

"Hui-hyeon, if you're done, I'll set the table."

"Okay, Ye-a. Just put out the chopsticks and spoons. I'll do the rest."

"There you go again. I told you not to try to do everything by yourself."

Blocking Lee Hui-hyeon's attempt to set the table alone, Baek Ye-a resolutely helped set the table together.

Lee Hui-hyeon looked at her and smiled knowingly.

*I'm really grateful to her.*

"I'll lay out the bedding."

"Go ahead."

After dinner, the two went to bed early.

There wasn't much else to do since there was nothing around.

After getting into bed together, Baek Ye-a turned to Lee Hui-hyeon while lying down and said:

"Hey, Hui-hyeon."

"Yes?"

"I have something to tell you."

"Something to tell me?"

Looking at Lee Hui-hyeon, who was staring at her curiously, Baek Ye-a smiled and said:

"The world is peaceful now, and everything's fine."

"Yes, that's true."

"So... do you want to have a baby?"

"...What?"

"I mean, it gets lonely with just the two of us in this countryside. And it's not like we lack the ability to raise a child, so couldn't we have at least one?"

Hearing Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon felt cold sweat running down his back.

"Ye-a, shouldn't we be more careful about planning for children?"

"What's the big deal? If you're worried about my clan, don't be. Who would dare say anything when I'm the one choosing to get pregnant?"

And that was true.

Though they were living in seclusion now, Baek Ye-a could influence the entire human world if she wanted to.

So Lee Hui-hyeon didn't take her words lightly at all.

But still...

"Ye-a, I want that too."

"Then shall we set a date?"

"But a baby..."

"What, you're not going to back out now after everything we've done, are you? You're not an irresponsible man, are you, Hui-hyeon?"

Hearing Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon thought for a moment and said:

"No, it's not that..."

"So we're doing it?"

"Well..."

"We're doing it?"

Faced with Baek Ye-a's persistent pushing, Lee Hui-hyeon had no choice but to say:

"Okay..."

It was spring that day.

Ch.117 - 1. Two Ye-as
When I first tried to check the condition of my eyes, I attempted to use the All-Seeing Eye to examine my state.

But no matter how much I widened my eyes while looking in the mirror or placed my hand on my temple, no status window appeared.

What on earth is going on?

"Ye-a, are you okay?"

Until then, Hui-hyeon, who had been calmly watching me—perhaps thinking my reaction was simply panic—spoke to me.

"Hui-hyeon, did my past self ever tell you about 'The Eyes'?"

"Yes, what's not working?"

"It's strange. No matter how hard I try to see my body's condition with my eyes, I can't see anything."

Hui-hyeon's expressions were unusually clear to me, and despite what I'd been through, my body felt more energetic than before, with wider energy channels. But having my eyes changed and my status window sealed was definitely not a good sign.

After all, the status window I could see with my eyes had played a big part in how I'd adapted to this world so far.

"I should be able to see it, but I can't."

"Just calm down a bit. Is it something serious if you can't see it?"

"I should definitely be able to see the status window..."

"Status window?"

At Hui-hyeon's puzzled tone, I nodded and said:

"Yes, you know, the thing you can see when you place your hand on your temple. Actually, I could see other people's too. But now I can't see anything. What's happened to my body?"

"What do you mean by something you can see when you place your hand on your temple?"

"Huh? Don't people normally do that when checking their Path to Enlightenment or their physical condition?"

After hearing my words, Hui-hyeon thought for a moment before speaking.

"Ye-a, normal people can't check their condition just by placing their hand on their temple."

"...What do you mean? Don't people normally put their hand on their temple to check their Path or growth status?"

Even after hearing me, Hui-hyeon's expression grew increasingly confused.

What's going on? Can normal people really not see it?

"...I really don't understand what you're talking about. Normally, people just feel their growth after training for a while; they can't actually see their growth status. Ye-a, are you really okay?"

Hui-hyeon's words suddenly snapped me back to reality.

Wait, so all this time, only I could see the status window? But in the game, everyone could use it!

"But I definitely saw it..."

At my words, Hui-hyeon made an understanding expression and said:

"Of course you've seen it until now. I believe you when you say you've seen it. You talked a lot about 'The Eyes' in your previous life too, so it's not strange that you had such an ability. Let's figure this out slowly. I'll help you."

"...Okay."

Hui-hyeon seemed to genuinely believe me.

After all, "The Eyes" had been showing it to me.

Setting aside the fact that I couldn't see it now and that I'd apparently been seeing something others couldn't, I asked Hui-hyeon:

"So why have my eyes changed like this? Do you know anything?"

After thinking for a moment, Hui-hyeon replied:

"Yes, I think we need to be clear about your physical condition."

I tensed up waiting for Hui-hyeon's next words.

"Ye-a, it seems like there's another being inside your body right now."

I momentarily failed to comprehend Hui-hyeon's words.

"...What?"

What on earth was Hui-hyeon saying? Another being inside me?

But as soon as I heard Hui-hyeon's words, I understood to some extent.

If the change in my eye color was due to another being inside me, it wasn't completely implausible.

Thinking it was at least better than becoming a monster, I calmed myself and asked Hui-hyeon:

"Can you explain in more detail?"

"Actually, you see..."

Just as Hui-hyeon was about to say something, a voice echoed inside me.

'My, aren't you whining loudly.'

A voice just like during "The Calling."

"What... what is this?"

While I was flustered, the voice inside me spoke:

'Oh? It's Hui-hyeon? I'll just borrow this body for a moment.'

Suddenly my body trembled, and I couldn't move anymore.

Then my body stretched on its own, and my mouth moved by itself.

"Ah, how lucky. To see Hui-hyeon right as I open my eyes. Hello, Hui-hyeon?"

"I" smiled and waved at Hui-hyeon, but Hui-hyeon's expression turned cold.

I shouted at the intruder who had stolen my body:

'Hey! Give me back my body!'

"No way. You've been with Hui-hyeon all this time. Now it's my turn."

'I was in the middle of an important conversation with Hui-hyeon!'

"Then I can take over now. Just stay put."

I tried desperately to regain control of my body, but it wouldn't budge.

What is this? It's clearly my body!

Hui-hyeon's expression hardened as she looked at whatever had taken over my body.

Looking at Hui-hyeon, "I" smiled and said:

"So that's why Cheongdam suddenly ran away and you came. Thanks for helping, Hui-hyeon. You saved me."

The intruder who stole my body seemed to know Hui-hyeon.

Hui-hyeon also seemed to know the identity of the intruder, as she didn't seem surprised by the sudden change in "me" and simply asked:

"Is that you, Ye-a?"

No! Hui-hyeon! This is an impostor! Can't you tell from the sudden greeting?

"I" nodded and said:

"Yes, it's your Ye-a."

"So you were in that body after all, just like you said you were being taken away."

"If you already knew, why ask?"

"I just needed confirmation. This is going to be troublesome..."

Hui-hyeon trailed off, putting a hand to her head.

"Well, I'll go back in now. You two have a good chat, okay?"

With those words from "me," sensation gradually returned, and I regained control of my body.

Having regained control, I immediately asked Hui-hyeon:

"Hui-hyeon, what was that all about? That just now..."

"Ye-a?"

"Yes, Hui-hyeon. I just had my body stolen. Is that what you meant by 'another being'?"

Though I was rambling in confusion, Hui-hyeon seemed to understand and nodded:

"I was only suspicious until now, but it seems I was right."

"Do you know what this is?"

Hui-hyeon fell silent for a moment after hearing my question.

Then she slowly opened her mouth and said to me:

"Ye-a, are you sure you can handle whatever I tell you without being shocked?"

"Shocked? Is it more shocking than having my body stolen just now?"

Hui-hyeon nodded at my words and said:

"Well, there's no point in hiding it. The being that took over your body just now is another you—the great monster Baek Ye-a."

My brain momentarily froze when I heard Hui-hyeon's words.

"What? Another me? That can't be possible..."

But it can.

There was the story told to me by the black-haired version of myself when I was trapped in my mental space.

I had cut off a part of myself, it said.

But...

"Is that even possible?"

"Honestly, this is a first for me too. I've experienced many things, but I've never heard of someone's severed part returning as a monster. Unless the person themselves fell into corruption."

After hearing Hui-hyeon's explanation, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

My other self is a great monster.

A great monster on par with Cheongdam, Ohwal, and Honwon.

Then why were they hostile to my other self?

Something doesn't add up.

I was targeted by Cheongdam, attacked, taken away, and used as a prison for my body.

And for that, Cheongdam had to go through quite elaborate preparations.

He had to make me experience things like "The Calling" to use me as a prison for my other self.

Up to this point, I could accept it.

But one question remained.

Why?

Why did Cheongdam need to go through all this trouble to imprison my other self?

Why was he hostile to my other self?

Going through all that trouble.

"...Hui-hyeon, if you know anything more, could you tell me?"

"About what?"

"Why did I have to go through all this?"

Hui-hyeon looked at me and said:

"Can you be more specific?"

"I mean, why did I have to be taken away and used as a prison for my other self? Something seems off. I know great monsters aren't exactly on good terms with each other, but I thought outright hostility was rare. So why go through all that trouble to be hostile to my other self?"

Hui-hyeon seemed to hesitate answering my question.

As if there was something I shouldn't know.

So I said to Hui-hyeon:

"Hui-hyeon, it's okay, tell me everything. I can handle whatever you say."

After the rare experience of having my body stolen, I felt like I could handle anything.

"You're right. I've hidden a lot from you until now."

And then Hui-hyeon opened her mouth and said to me:

"Before I explain everything, I need to tell you this first. Do you remember what happened in Seoha Village?"

"Yes, of course I remember. How could I forget?"

"The culprit behind that incident was none other than your other self."

<>

At the same time, Hwayun, who was disguised as Baek Ye-a under the orders of the Enlightened One, was in great trouble.

"Ye-a, please say something. What happened to you..."

Following the Enlightened One's orders, she was lying there saying nothing, pretending to be someone who had seen something shocking, while a woman with blue-tipped hair was genuinely sobbing with concern.

Desperately staring at the ceiling with blank eyes, Hwayun thought:

I really hope the real one comes soon.

Ch.118 - 1. Two Ye-as (2)
After that, I continued talking with Lee Hui-hyeon for a long time.

I learned that what happened in the Dragon Blood Clan village was Cheongdam's doing, trying to separate Hui-hyeon from me.

Since Hui-hyeon didn't know the details either, most of it was speculation, but one thing became clear.

My other self had committed a terrible sin.

"...I truly had no idea. That I would..."

My mind was in chaos.

I am definitely not my other self.

But my other self is also me.

What should I do?

How can I atone for this sin?

"Hui-hyeon, I..."

Before I could finish, Hui-hyeon placed a hand on my shoulder and said:

"The Great Demon Baek Ye-a is not you. You don't need to feel guilty."

"But ultimately, I'm the one who cut off part of myself. I bear some responsibility."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I recalled what happened in Seoha Village.

And the "plan" that was probably still in motion.

At this rate, Myeongju would be destroyed.

My other self would eventually kill everyone in Myeongju.

What on earth should I do?

"Hui-hyeon, how can we stop this? What am I supposed to do?"

"First, calm down."

"How can I calm down! More people are going to die. And it's because of me...!"

It was none other than me who created my other self.

No matter how much I claim it wasn't my intention or desire, that fact will never change.

What was I thinking in the past?

What thoughts led me to do such a thing?

As I trembled slightly, Hui-hyeon took my hand and said:

"From now on, we need to find a way to prevent that."

"But how?"

"We'll have to figure that out. There's no immediate solution, so rushing won't help."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I could only stare at his face for a moment.

I wondered how he could remain so calm when Myeongju might face disaster at any moment.

Before I could open my mouth to speak to Hui-hyeon, I felt my body twitch again.

No, not now...

"...Let's talk later. I need to rest now."

My other self spoke to Hui-hyeon, pretending to be me.

Not again...!

"Sure, get some rest. I'll come back later, okay?"

Hui-hyeon left without noticing I had changed.

My other self watched Hui-hyeon leave, then muttered to herself:

"I think we need to have a little chat."

---

Outside, Lee Hui-hyeon entered his adjacent rented room, leaned back in a chair, and recalled the past "cycles."

In truth, this wasn't Hui-hyeon's first regression.

The world had repeated many times, and he had met "Baek Ye-a" many times.

The Baek Ye-a he met in the original world wasn't there.

Only the "Baek Ye-a" who was originally the Baek Clan's successor candidate existed in that world.

She was kind and good-hearted like the Baek Ye-a he had met in the original world, but she wasn't the real one.

That's why Hui-hyeon considered the current world a kind of singularity.

Because the Baek Ye-a he had met and thought he'd lost forever in the first world was now here.

She occasionally cursed in her own peculiar way or tried to save the world with righteous determination—albeit clumsily—but she was the Baek Ye-a he knew.

That's why Hui-hyeon couldn't understand how Baek Ye-a had become a Great Demon.

Why had she taken that form?

Why had she only appeared now in that form?

"....."

Hui-hyeon gazed at people passing by outside.

And at the red sky visible in the distance.

Looking at the distant red sky, Hui-hyeon recalled the final battle from each of his lives.

He remembered the betrayals, the trust, and the people who died.

He remembered cutting down the Unkillable after everyone's sacrifices.

But...

"In the end, even killing the Unkillable didn't stop the cycle."

Hui-hyeon murmured quietly while looking at the sky outside.

"This time, I'll end everything with Ye-a."

Thinking that he needed to do something about the other Baek Ye-a inside Baek Ye-a's body first, Hui-hyeon rose from his chair.

---

My other self said we needed to talk.

But having already developed a deep distrust of my other self, I spoke with hatred:

*Talk? After doing such terrible things, you want to talk?*

"We'll have to talk eventually, won't we? If you refuse, I could trap you forever."

Gritting my teeth, I said to my other self:

*What were you thinking when you did that?*

"Did what exactly?"

*You killed people! Are you really me? How could you do such things?*

At my words, my other self merely smiled enigmatically.

After a moment of silence, my other self spoke to me:

"Would you believe me if I said it was all for Hui-hyeon?"

Hearing those words, I felt momentarily stunned.

Killing all those people was for Hui-hyeon?

My other self continued:

"You don't know this, but this world isn't normal, Baek Ye-a. This world isn't worth protecting like you think. If you knew everything, you'd understand me."

Understand?

*How could I possibly understand?*

Killing people without reason can't be rationalized by any means.

No matter what noble purpose is invoked, killing people can never be justified.

Yet my other self was disgustingly trying to rationalize her actions with her own logic.

*I can't accept that someone like you is another me. You're not me. I'm not an irresponsible murderer!*

"Hmm, perhaps I left only the stubborn parts when I cut myself off?"

My other self muttered quietly, then said to me:

"It's actually fortunate that we've become one like this. To make you listen to me, I would have had to hurt myself. But that would make Hui-hyeon sad."

*I don't want to talk to you anymore. Give me back my body!*

"No, you need to hear me out. As another me who can stay by Hui-hyeon's side, you have a duty to know what great sacrifices Hui-hyeon is making. Do you still think this world is from a game?"

My other self asked if I still thought this world was from a game.

*It 'was' from a game. Now I think it's definitely reality.*

Hearing my answer, my other self seemed satisfied.

"I thought you were completely foolish. I'm impressed."

*...*

"But your premise was wrong from the start. This world wasn't from a game. It's another world that exists as clearly as the reality we lived in."

*Another world?*

"Yes, another world that was peaceful and stable until a certain point, where people lived day by day under the rule of gods and those who served them, without worrying about demons."

I didn't know the details of what my other self was saying, but I understood some of it.

Even in the "Killing the Unkillable" lore, there was only a passage about demons appearing suddenly and throwing the world into chaos.

"But someone wasn't happy with that world. A group of humans who grew increasingly dissatisfied pulled down the gods, reduced them to beasts, devoured them to steal their power, or killed them, accumulating resentment. And this group of humans was the ancestor of the 'Exorcists.'"

What my other self was saying wasn't even in this world's history.

All history books began with the appearance of "The Enlightened One."

*How do you know all this?*

My other self smiled at my question and replied:

"Those in my position all come to know these things. The reason old demons keep calling the people of the human world 'sinners' is because they know this history."

My other self continued:

"As the battle between humans and gods continued, one day the gods and those who served them, sensing their defeat, created an executor to punish the 'sinners' in their stead. That was the 'Destroyer of Enlightenment.' Since all discontent and hostility stemmed from their false 'enlightenment,' they created someone to 'destroy' that 'enlightenment'—hence the name."

"The Destroyer of Enlightenment, wielding a sword wrapped in red—the color of the gods—and advancing to destroy the sinners, was an object of fear for everyone. But they didn't know that despite having transcendent power, the Destroyer was still a human with a heart."
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The moment my other self started talking about the Destroyer, a vision unfolded before my eyes.

A massive crowd wielding weapons faced off against a dark red group blocking their path.

Among them, one woman stood out prominently.

She had black eyes rimmed with red like Hui-hyeon's, and hair like black obsidian.

Wearing a black martial uniform with red sleeves and collar, adorned with the Spider Lily emblem, she calmly gripped a sword—the awakened form of the Old Sword that Hui-hyeon possessed. She gazed quietly at the crowd opposing her before stepping forward and summoning red energy to her blade.

Then the battle began.

From a distance, sword energy sliced through bodies, and a single spell could transform the surrounding terrain—a fight on an entirely different dimension than today's Exorcists, beyond a simple gap in power.

Yet amid this almighty battle, the woman remained as serene as a solitary Spider Lily.

Wherever her sword passed, flowers bloomed, and countless lives withered away meaninglessly.

Eventually, people lost their will to fight and fled, leaving only those who praised the Destroyer's strength and the woman who indifferently cleaned the blood from her sword amid their adulation.

At first glance, her face seemed expressionless, but I could tell.

That the woman was incredibly tired.

That she wanted to stop.

When that thought crossed my mind, I somehow felt sorry for her.

At the same time, I felt like I'd seen this woman somewhere before.

This woman was definitely...

*What exactly is this?*

To my question, my other self answered lightly.

"The Destroyer. The being I told you about."

*I get that. But why does she look exactly like Hui-hyeon?*

It wasn't just because of the black eyes with red rims.

The woman's appearance was so similar to Hui-hyeon's that I couldn't help but think they were identical.

As if this is exactly what Hui-hyeon would look like as a woman.

Even her exhausted appearance and characteristic expressionless face were too similar.

Then my other self told me:

"That woman is Hui-hyeon's ancestor."

*Ancestor?*

"And you could also consider her his past life. Hui-hyeon is this era's Destroyer, reborn into this world carrying the karma of the past."

*What?*

I was shocked and questioned my other self again.

I had only thought they looked similar, but Hui-hyeon is the Destroyer?

"The story I'm about to tell you is the real story. Listen carefully."

I waited for my other self's next words.

---

When Lee Hui-hyeon returned to Baek Ye-a's room, Baek Ye-a was sitting up in bed, staring blankly ahead.

Lee Hui-hyeon spoke carefully so as not to startle her.

"Ye-a."

At Hui-hyeon's call, Baek Ye-a turned to look at him.

"Hui-hyeon."

Baek Ye-a's voice was almost a whisper as she said his name, and she looked somehow tired.

Hui-hyeon thought that was understandable.

After all, she had experienced several major events in succession and learned some shocking truths.

"Are you okay? Has your other self spoken to you again since then?"

After looking at Hui-hyeon for a moment, Baek Ye-a nodded and said, "No, she hasn't spoken to me."

"I'll try to think of some way to separate you two, so just hang in there a little longer, okay?"

At Hui-hyeon's gentle tone, Baek Ye-a lowered her head and answered.

"Okay..."

Then Baek Ye-a raised her head to look at Hui-hyeon and said, "Um, Hui-hyeon."

"Yes, Ye-a?"

Looking at Hui-hyeon, Baek Ye-a seemed about to say something but then hung her head low.

As Hui-hyeon began to feel suspicious about this behavior so unlike Baek Ye-a, she muttered:

"...No, it's nothing."

Her eyes were trembling with anxiety.

---

The next day.

I made plans to return with Hui-hyeon as if nothing had happened.

We needed to solve the immediate problems first.

"When we get back, should I first explain where I've been?"

The alarm at the academy must have gone off when Demonic Energy was detected.

And everyone would know that I disappeared when the alarm sounded.

Being taken by a monster wouldn't be a problem in itself.

The real issues were my eyes with their red rims like Hui-hyeon's and the other me existing inside me.

But Hui-hyeon dismissed my concerns as if they were nothing.

"You don't need to go back right away. I've already sent someone else to pretend to be you."

"Pretend to be me? How?"

"Remember Hwayun I mentioned before? They can transform into different appearances. I had them transform into you, so there shouldn't be any problems."

"They can transform into different appearances? That's fascinating."

I tried to imagine Hwayun transformed into me.

Someone I don't even know pretending to be me.

Hmm.

"They're not actually moving around as me, are they?"

"No, I just had them lie down like someone who's seen something shocking. When you go back, just say you don't remember anything."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I felt somewhat relieved.

According to him, this person called Hwayun was lying still, providing me with an alibi.

But still...

"The kids must be really worried."

Hui-hyeon nodded at my words and said, "I've been in touch occasionally. Yesterday, a woman with blue-tipped hair came to take care of you. She kept turning you over to prevent bedsores, massaged you, and even cleaned your body."

"Ah, that's Yu-na."

I buried my face in my hands.

After hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I thought:

Not only this Hwayun person, but how am I going to thank Yu-na when I get back?

"I feel genuinely sorry for Yu-na. But don't you need to go back too?"

"It doesn't matter. The academy is just a means to gather people. I've already built enough relationships, so it's fine if I'm late."

Right, come to think of it, Hui-hyeon was surprisingly well-connected within the academy.

Was this also part of some plan?

But hearing Hui-hyeon's words reminded me that in the previous cycle, he had left the academy entirely.

I had thought he left because of the dormitory incident, but now I was curious about his real reasons, so I asked:

"By the way, in your previous life, you left the academy completely, right?"

"I thought it was more efficient that way."

"Efficient?"

"I underestimated the importance of gathering people. Back then, it was easier to move alone."

So he voluntarily chose to be a loner?

A true sigma male.

"Anyway, let's focus on the other you inside your body. That's the priority now."

"Right, that's more important now. My eye color is also a big problem."

"It's a bit awkward to ask Hwayun to change your eye color at this point..."

As we were pondering together, I heard the voice of my other self from within.

*I was wondering what you were discussing, but you're worried about that?*

I spoke to my other self without making a sound.

*Do you have some solution?*

*Solution? Of course. First, for the eyes...*

"Huh? Ye-a. Your eyes..."

"What?"

"The red part of your eyes is disappearing again."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I got up and looked in the mirror.

My eyes had returned to their original golden color.

*What? How did you do that?*

*I'm the all-capable Ye-a, after all.*

*Ah, right.*

Suddenly no longer curious about the principle behind it, I returned to the bed and said to Hui-hyeon:

"What just happened?"

"My other self helped me."

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon spoke with surprise:

"Really? That's unexpected. I didn't think she would help."

*Can I go out and hit Hui-hyeon for a bit? His expression is annoying me.*

After telling me that story yesterday, now she wants to hit Hui-hyeon?

*Absolutely not.*

The eye color was resolved, but the most important issue remained.

*Even if we've solved the eye color, the biggest problem remains.*

*What problem?*

*You. You, you. Because you're inside me, I might be suspected of being a vessel. With The Calling verdict still pending, what if I get judged as a vessel because of you?*

Hearing my concerns, my other self responded indifferently:

*There won't be any problems if we return like this. In a sense, you and I are no different from having a dual personality, so unless I manifest Demonic Energy, nothing will happen.*

*Dual personality?*

*Our relationship is special. We're like two sides of a coin, stuck together back to back.*

Although our conversation yesterday had somewhat softened my feelings, I still disliked my other self.

After all, a murderer is still a murderer.

So I spoke to my other self without filtering:

*That's disgusting. Being paired with a murderer.*

But even hearing my words, my other self just snickered and said:

*That's exactly the other side of yourself, Baek Ye-a.*
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"Damn it."

As a killer, I cursed at my other self, annoyed by the claim that being a murderer was just another side of me.

Unlike with Hui-hyeon, there was no chance of misunderstanding, so I made sure to put real venom into the curse.

My other self laughed at my curse and said:

"Nothing to say, I see? That's why you're cursing."

"Nonsense. I'm cursing because you're saying weird things."

"Besides, cursing at me is like spitting while lying down. My mother is your mother too."

"Shut up."

My other self chuckled and then told me:

"But you know what? Hui-hyeon actually knows what that word means."

...What?

"What did you say?"

"Ye-a, you've been quiet for a while. What's wrong?"

I looked up at Hui-hyeon who had addressed me.

"...Huh?"

I must have been conversing with my other self for too long, judging by Hui-hyeon's concerned expression.

"Hui-hyeon, I have something to confess to you."

"All of a sudden?"

"Actually, when I said 'nimi,' it was a curse word meaning 'your mother'! I'm sorry!"

I bowed my head deeply to Hui-hyeon, who was looking at me with a puzzled expression.

I had planned to tell the truth and ask for forgiveness someday even if he hadn't known, but I didn't expect that he already knew.

In other words, I needed to apologize right now.

In response to my apology, Hui-hyeon said:

"No, it's fine. I wasn't that offended. I used it a lot too."

"But I used it first."

As someone who believes that whoever starts something bears the greater share of blame, the fact that Hui-hyeon knew the meaning of "nimi" when he used it wasn't important to me at all.

Cursing at someone and expecting not to be cursed back is like punching someone and hoping they won't hit back—the behavior of a thug.

I carefully asked Hui-hyeon:

"So you forgive me?"

"There's nothing to forgive. Like I said, I wasn't offended. I used it too, remember?"

"Kiss him. Give him a kiss."

While I was feeling relieved about being forgiven, my other self spoke with what sounded like laughter.

This bitch.

"Shut up. Be quiet."

And so, I decided to seal away the word "nimi," resolving never to use it in front of Hui-hyeon again.


After our conversation, we finished preparing to return and left the inn.

Thanks to Hui-hyeon's advance preparations, getting ready to go back didn't take very long.

"Hui-hyeon, does this wig look weird?"

I asked with an awkward expression while wearing the black wig Hui-hyeon had procured from somewhere.

Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"No, it doesn't look weird at all. I got the most natural-looking one."

"Do I really need to wear these sunglasses too? It's hard to see."

"Golden eyes aren't that common. Better to be prepared."

"I guess you're right."

But still, it really was hard to see.

Was it because he gave me dark-tinted sunglasses to hide my eye color?

After waving my hands in front of the sunglasses and covering and uncovering my eyes, Hui-hyeon's expression became one of someone trying to hold back laughter.

Hmm.

Strangely, even in this situation, I could see Hui-hyeon's expression quite clearly.

"Why are you making that face?"

"No, it's nothing."

I was tempted to hit him, but considering the effort he put into getting the wig and sunglasses, I decided to let it go.


Throughout our journey back to Yegak Academy, Hui-hyeon and I didn't talk much.

At one point, I turned to look at Hui-hyeon sleeping.

I was reminded of the story my other self had told me before.

"You seem very troubled."

"I was thinking about the story you told me before."

The story I heard from my other self was quite shocking.

My other self was still a murderer who had committed unforgivable sins, but I could understand just a tiny bit.

Even so, that's that and this is this.

My other self should have sought moderate solutions instead of extreme measures.

So I said to my other self:

"Won't you give it up?"

"Give what up?"

"Your plan. No matter what, planning to kill everyone in Myeongju is too extreme. Hui-hyeon doesn't want that."

After hearing my words, my other self was silent for a moment.

And when the voice returned, it was more subdued and chilling than ever before.

"I could have absorbed your consciousness long ago, taken your body, and gained complete power."

My other self paused briefly before continuing:

"But I didn't. Why do you think that is?"

"Why?"

"It was for Hui-hyeon. He needed someone by his side right away, so I left you."

Strangely, I wasn't angry at my other self for treating me like a tool.

Somehow, I subconsciously accepted it as natural.

I asked my other self:

"What does that have to do with our current conversation?"

"For Hui-hyeon's sake, I willingly gave up 'efficiency.' If I had absorbed you to fill my lacking parts, I could have become the 'me' that Hui-hyeon so desperately wanted. But I didn't because Hui-hyeon couldn't fully accept me. Despite doing it for him, I've committed sins."

Though roundabout, I could understand what my other self was trying to say.

There must be something my other self desperately wants to achieve for Hui-hyeon—something worth sacrificing so many opportunities, efficiency, and even the chance to be by Hui-hyeon's side.

Whether it was what my other self had told me or something else.

In other words, my other self wouldn't give up the plan.

All for Hui-hyeon.

"So ultimately, you won't give up your plan for Hui-hyeon's sake? Even if he hates you for it?"

To my question, my other self replied:

"Even if I'm hated, this is something I cannot stop. It's what the Heroine must do for the Protagonist."

"You really are a different being from me. We can never be the same."

"You think so? I believe we'll inevitably become the same. No matter how much you cut away and leave behind, you are still me."

Ignoring the claim that we would eventually become the same, I said to my other self:

"I will never use such extreme methods to help Hui-hyeon. Just as I've been trying to do all along."

"Go ahead and try. I'm really curious to see how far that approach will get you."

My other self spoke as if mocking me.


The first thing I did after returning was to switch places with Hwayun and lie down in bed.

Before switching, I made sure to thank Hwayun.

"Thank you sincerely for your help."

Hwayun, wearing my face, replied in a somewhat brusque tone:

"Thank Lee Hui-hyeon, not me. If it weren't for him, I wouldn't have helped."

What's with that attitude? The tone is seriously annoying.

After switching with Hwayun and lying down, I pretended not to remember anything as Hui-hyeon had instructed, and when I woke up, I had to be embraced by Yu-na.

"Ye-a! I'm so glad you're awake...!"

"I'm so glad you've come to your senses. Do you know how worried we were?"

"Ye-a! I'm so relieved you're awake!"

"I'm sorry for making you all worry..."

The three of them must have been very concerned, as they rushed over as soon as they heard I had regained consciousness.

Seeing the kids who had rushed over first thing in the morning, my other self spoke with apparent delight:

"Ah, it's Yu-na, Yeon Ho-jin, and Han Su-a! It's been so long since I've seen them!"

My other self seemed to recognize Ho-jin and Su-a, perhaps from a previous encounter on the train.

After waking up, I had to go to various places.

Appearing before the Human World Council, undergoing investigations, going here and there...

I suppose it was fortunate that "The Calling" didn't summon me.

Another day passed, and Hui-hyeon returned as we had planned.

As soon as he returned, Hui-hyeon was surrounded by the kids and had to listen to all sorts of stories.

Stories about how Ye-a had gone missing but couldn't remember anything, and how they wished he had been there at such a time.

And so we returned to the academy.

After that, we went through a busy schedule of going on a second field training and taking exams.

One minor event during that time was Yu Ji-a's visit.

After the Dragon Blood Clan settled in Ikseonju, Ji-a, who attended the Suyang Martial Class, had grown even taller in that short time.

Of course, she was still childish despite her height.

Still, she stayed without any incidents.

"I told you to ask permission before eating anything!"

"Pull harder! Pull harder!"

"Aaaagh! My ear! My ear hurts so much!"

...Without any incidents.

As peaceful days passed, making me wish time would continue flowing like this, I prepared to obtain a new Inherent Path.

"You said you were making other preparations, but all you're doing is relying on that Inherent Path?"

"Even this is better than nothing. Just watch how I take care of Hui-hyeon in my own way."

An Inherent Path that I wouldn't have needed to obtain otherwise.

Ch.121 - 1. A New Crisis
Baek Ye-a had left for the weekend to gain enlightenment, and Lee Hui-hyeon was meeting with Jeon In-hwa as previously promised.

When Lee Hui-hyeon entered the café, Jeon In-hwa was sitting and reading a book as usual.

"It's been a while."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's greeting, Jeon In-hwa looked up from her book.

"Indeed. Since before the exams, how long has it been?"

"Exactly about a week."

"Has it already been that long? Anyway, don't just stand there, please sit down. I have something important to discuss with you today."

Following Jeon In-hwa's words, Lee Hui-hyeon sat down and asked her.

"So why did you call me here? Usually I'm the one asking to meet, so this seems like a first."

When Lee Hui-hyeon asked, Jeon In-hwa silently looked at him for a moment before speaking.

"The reason I called you here today is because I have something to tell you regarding Baek Ye-a."

"About Ye-a?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Jeon In-hwa nodded and said.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, what I'm about to tell you might upset you, but I'd appreciate it if you'd listen until the end."

Hearing this, Lee Hui-hyeon sensed something ominous in her words.

"Can I ask why you're suddenly saying this?"

"Yes, that's exactly what I'm about to explain."

Jeon In-hwa took out what looked like documents from her bag and placed them on the table.

The lotus emblem engraved on the cover indicated that these documents belonged to the Jeon Clan.

"Lee Hui-hyeon. How do you think of Baek Ye-a?"

"A trustworthy team leader and friend."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's answer, Jeon In-hwa nodded and said.

"Yes, that's right. A trustworthy team leader and friend. A very good relationship. I also thought of Baek Ye-a as a trustworthy good friend."

'Thought,' past tense.

"So you don't think that way anymore?"

Noticing the subtle coldness in Lee Hui-hyeon's tone, Jeon In-hwa spoke as if trying to appease him.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, please listen to what I have to say first. This story will be convincing enough for you too."

After finishing her words, Jeon In-hwa opened the documents she had placed on the table.

Inside were Baek Ye-a's personal information files.

"This is..."

"These are documents from Baek Ye-a's academic records."

"How did you get these?"

To Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Jeon In-hwa replied as if it were nothing.

"As the successor of the Jeon Clan, obtaining documents like these is child's play for me."

She turned to the next page, revealing documents containing various information about Baek Ye-a.

As Lee Hui-hyeon's expression hardened upon seeing this, Jeon In-hwa said to him.

"Let me explain why I gathered all this information. Lee Hui-hyeon, I believe Baek Ye-a is a vessel."

Even after hearing Jeon In-hwa's words, Lee Hui-hyeon stared at the documents for a long time before speaking.

"Why do you think that?"

Thinking that Lee Hui-hyeon had somewhat accepted the situation, Jeon In-hwa said to him.

"At first, I didn't suspect anything either. I thought Baek Ye-a was a righteous person who had accomplished great things and never missed even the slightest sign of evil."

Jeon In-hwa took a sip of tea on the table and then said to Lee Hui-hyeon.

"So when I first heard that Baek Ye-a had received 'The Calling' and then received information about her from Seo-yeon, I was very surprised."

"Seo-yeon? You mean Jin Seo-yeon?"

"Yes, she's my friend. We've had occasional interactions since childhood."

Jeon In-hwa tapped the table briefly before continuing.

"But I didn't act immediately. Until 'The Calling' was suspended, I still believed in Baek Ye-a."

This time, Jeon In-hwa looked at Lee Hui-hyeon and said.

"And as soon as I heard about the unprecedented suspension ruling, I immediately began tracking information about Baek Ye-a. We can't miss even the slightest sign of evil."

"So this document is what you compiled from your findings?"

"Yes, the information Seo-yeon provided was quite detailed, but it doesn't compare to this."

After closing the documents, Jeon In-hwa continued.

"I plan to submit all the information I've gathered for Baek Ye-a's next 'Calling'."

There was no hesitation in Jeon In-hwa's attitude.

She was speaking to Lee Hui-hyeon without wavering, as if talking about throwing away trash she had picked up.

It was the same demeanor he had always seen from her, but still not used to, so Lee Hui-hyeon said to Jeon In-hwa.

"You still call her a fellow student while planning to do this?"

"A guilty verdict hasn't been issued yet. Any person is innocent until a verdict is reached. That's common sense."

Jeon In-hwa smiled slightly at Lee Hui-hyeon as if she had made an amusing joke.

"So why are you telling me this? There's no guarantee I won't tell Ye-a about this."

"It won't make a difference even if you tell her. Above all, I have reasons for telling you this."

"Reasons?"

"Lee Hui-hyeon, if Baek Ye-a is condemned, would you consider joining my team?"

"What?"

Despite Lee Hui-hyeon's surprised response, Jeon In-hwa spoke as if making a very attractive offer.

"Even if she somehow escaped the last 'Calling' through some trick, she won't be able to escape the next one. Our Jeon Clan will be in charge of the proceedings. When Baek Ye-a is condemned, your team will be disbanded, and you'll have nowhere to go. That's why I'm offering to take you into my team."

After hearing Jeon In-hwa's words, Lee Hui-hyeon looked at her with a cold expression.

Jeon In-hwa smiled and said.

"It seems you need time to think. I'll leave the documents with you. Please look them over and consider my offer carefully. I'll be going now."

Jeon In-hwa left the café, leaving the documents behind.

"........."

Lee Hui-hyeon sat there for a long time, looking down at the documents.

<>

"Cheongdam, I heard the news. Your carefully laid plans have turned to nothing, I hear?"

At a certain place in Myeongju.

Cheongdam gave a cold look to the man who addressed him with a cheerful tone.

The man with a sword at his side, neat martial attire, and seemingly ordinary appearance was Honwon, one of the great demons.

"So you came to mock me, Honwon?"

To the question of whether he came to ridicule him, the man waved his hand and said.

"Ah, Cheongdam. Why so sharp with your words? Of course not. Someone as simple as me doesn't have the brain for such subtleties, as you know better than anyone."

Smiling slyly as he spoke, Honwon suddenly looked around and asked.

"Come to think of it, I don't see that woman you always have with you. Where is she?"

"Shimae is recovering from her injuries in the mainland. She was seriously wounded this time."

"Serious injuries, you say. Her true form couldn't possibly operate in Purgatory... Did she encounter the cursed Spider Lily?"

Looking at Cheongdam who didn't answer, a smile slowly spread across Honwon's face.

"Ha! I see. So this plan also fell apart because of the Enlightened One's interference? Masterpiece, absolute masterpiece, my friend. You should have asked me for help at times like this! I would have gladly assisted."

At Honwon's words, Cheongdam looked at him.

With Honwon, it might have been possible to face that Enlightened One to some extent.

But there were two reasons why Cheongdam hadn't involved Honwon in his plans.

One was his nature.

Though he appeared jovial and seemingly compassionate on the surface, all the great demons who knew Honwon's true nature kept their distance from him.

The reason was that he was an uncontrollable madman.

He would have certainly helped if asked.

Especially for a fight against that Enlightened One.

But if that had happened, he would have caused such a grand commotion that it would have become widely known among the sinners of the Human World.

The second reason was Honwon's position among the demons.

Honwon was a great demon who led his own group.

He was too significant a figure to create a debt with over such matters.

If a debt were created from this incident, he would certainly try to collect it later, and while Honwon didn't move often, when he did, he moved so spectacularly that the sinners of Purgatory would talk about it.

Cheongdam had buried his existence in the darkness of history and didn't want it revealed by being dragged into Honwon's flamboyant chaos.

"Enough small talk. Get to the point."

"The point?"

"You didn't come here just for idle chat."

"Hmm, I like how you get straight to the point. That's why I like you."

In a very brief moment, Honwon's hand moved.

Belatedly, Cheongdam tried to deploy a formation to block the hand, but it was already too late.

Droplets of blood formed on Cheongdam's neck before bursting forth.

As Cheongdam's eyes, with only his head remaining, looked at Honwon, Honwon smiled sinisterly and said.

"My friend, you should have told me about such important matters in advance. Do you know how many bases I've lost because of that Enlightened One?"

Honwon walked to where Cheongdam's head had fallen and placed his foot on it.

"Well, I'll let it go with this. You are my precious friend, after all."

Crunch.

Under Honwon's weighted foot, Cheongdam's head was crushed.

Honwon scraped off Cheongdam's remains stuck to the sole of his foot and thought about the being who had moved the Enlightened One.

He didn't know the details, but he knew the name of the target.

"The name was Baek Ye-a, wasn't it?"

What kind of sinner would they be?
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Lee Hui-hyeon pondered where and what he had missed.

He knew Baek Ye-a had received "The Calling."

After all, he himself had helped "Baek Ye-a" escape from that crisis.

But he thought that was the end of it. What was this "pending" status, and what was this new information?

He'd heard that in her previous life, Baek Ye-a had been somewhat suspected but ultimately nothing came of it, and she even received an apology.

No matter how careless the current Baek Ye-a might be, there's no way she could suddenly uncover this kind of information.

So where did all this information come from?

There was something unsettling about dismissing it as merely Cheongdam's doing.

Lee Hui-hyeon read and reread the documents Jeon In-hwa had given him.

Jeon In-hwa had left them to convince Lee Hui-hyeon, but for someone who already knew all the facts, these documents were merely information to help identify who was behind this.

After all, Lee Hui-hyeon didn't care if Baek Ye-a was a vessel.

After reconsidering the information, Lee Hui-hyeon came to his own conclusion.

This kind of information would be difficult to obtain without someone on the inside. There must be someone cooperating from within.

Thinking he should tell Baek Ye-a about this when she returned, Lee Hui-hyeon left the tea house.

As he was heading back to the dormitory, his gaze fixed on one spot.

"..."

After a quick glance, Lee Hui-hyeon continued walking down the street, pretending not to notice anything.

Walking toward a deserted area, Lee Hui-hyeon suddenly turned around and grabbed the person who had been following him.

"Ugh!"

Grabbing the follower by the collar and pushing them against the wall, Lee Hui-hyeon looked at their face.

The follower was a woman.

A woman wearing an exorcist uniform.

But the moment Lee Hui-hyeon saw her, he already knew her identity.

This woman was pretending to be an exorcist, but she was a vessel.

In that case, there was no need to hold back.

"You've been following me for a while. Why?"

Despite Lee Hui-hyeon's question, the woman kept her mouth firmly shut.

So Lee Hui-hyeon lifted his foot and stomped on the woman's shin with a cracking sound.

"...!"

"Shh..."

Before the woman with her unnaturally bent leg could scream, Lee Hui-hyeon thrust his finger, now emanating a dark red energy, into her throat.

Only a deflating sound came from her mouth; she could no longer scream.

Looking at her coldly, Lee Hui-hyeon said to the woman:

"From now on, you'll answer my questions by nodding or shaking your head. Nod if you understand."

After hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, the woman glared at him fiercely despite her pain, but that was all she could do.

Lee Hui-hyeon asked her:

"Whose orders are you following to tail me? Cheongdam? Ohwal? Honwon? If you're thinking of claiming you're not a vessel, I'd advise against it. I already know what you are. Nod once for Cheongdam, twice for Ohwal, three times for Honwon, and shake your head if it's none of them."

The woman didn't follow Lee Hui-hyeon's instructions.

So Lee Hui-hyeon stomped on her other, uninjured leg, breaking it as well.

"...!"

The sound of air escaping rushed from the woman's mouth as her leg broke.

"I'll say it again. Once for Cheongdam, twice for Ohwal, three times for Honwon. Shake your head if it's none of them."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, the woman nodded once.

Lee Hui-hyeon responded with a cold expression:

"Lie."

This time, Lee Hui-hyeon stomped on her foot.

Even with her abnormally bent leg, the connected nerves desperately signaled pain to the woman.

"...! ...!"

At the woman's silent scream, Lee Hui-hyeon grabbed her hair and said:

"Tell me properly this time. Who is it? Who ordered you to do this?"

This time, the woman nodded twice.

Lee Hui-hyeon sighed softly and then broke one of her fingers.

"Lie."

The woman felt deep fear toward Lee Hui-hyeon, who simply called her out for lying while staring at her.

Her opponent was none other than the Destroyer.

Perhaps he had the ability to see through her lies?

After hesitating briefly, the woman closed her eyes tightly and shook her head.

"Lie."

This time, her wrist was broken.

Only after her wrist was bent in an unnatural direction did the woman realize.

Yes, the Destroyer could see through her lies.

She couldn't hide anything from him anymore.

Having made this judgment, the woman finally nodded three times.

After staring at the woman for a long time, Lee Hui-hyeon released his grip on her collar, and she slumped down against the wall.

In truth, Lee Hui-hyeon didn't have the ability to discern truth without hearing the tone of voice.

From the beginning, Lee Hui-hyeon had a pretty good idea of who had sent someone to follow him.

He just needed to break the woman's will.

Including Cheongdam, who was currently busy trying to recover from his failed plan, as an option was merely a trap.

The same went for Ohwal.

The likelihood that someone who was busy creating a labyrinth in his own territory would send someone to follow him was minimal.

Adding a plausible fourth option was also a trap.

It was impossible for other great yokai, who were busy avoiding the Destroyer out of fear, to send someone to follow him.

Therefore, only Honwon would be bold enough to have him followed.

The woman looked at Lee Hui-hyeon with fear in her eyes.

Thinking he had sufficiently broken her will, Lee Hui-hyeon said to the woman:

"From now on, you'll answer my questions with what you know. The method of confirmation is the same as before. Nod or shake your head."

<>

"Phew, that was really frustrating."

I quietly muttered to myself while checking what I'd gained from my trip to obtain spiritual energy.

A necklace with a small rod-shaped gem that emitted a brilliant blue light.

What I went to get was the Heavenly Longevity necklace, which improves the wearer's health.

In the game, its effect was to increase health points, and its performance was quite good.

But since it was difficult to obtain due to its high difficulty level, it was an item often overlooked in the game. I never thought I'd go to get it in this world that had become reality.

Still, I did it.

As expected of me, the all-capable Ye-a.

While I was smiling proudly to myself, my other self spoke to me.

*Your brain is amazing if you think you can solve Hui-hyeon's problem with just that. I wonder how your intelligence dropped so low.*

*Shut up.*

*Still, I get credit for this too, right? It was much easier thanks to my power.*

*Hmph.*

Though I responded like that, I could actually tell that my abilities had grown significantly thanks to my other self.

In terms of stats, it would probably be around A+.

Even during the previous second practicum and exam, my body moved quite smoothly, so this rating seems about right.

Even so, it was ultimately due to my other self possessing my body, which wasn't particularly welcome.

Maybe I should think of it as a replacement for the stat-boosting potion I can no longer rely on.

Perhaps it's like having an unlimited stat-boosting potion.

*Are you perhaps thinking something very disrespectful?*

I lightly ignored my other self's words as I got out of the car and walked home.

As I was heading home, a familiar figure caught my eye from across the street.

The person walking toward me was none other than Jeon In-hwa.

Seeing Jeon In-hwa, my other self said to me:

*What's that fanatic woman doing here?*

*Fanatic woman? She's my friend. Watch your language.*

*Friend?*

*Yes, we became friends after helping each other with various matters. Like preventing the corruption of the Won-gak Cult.*

*Hmm, really? Seems like you've built quite a good relationship in this life.*

*That's right. I might not know about other things, but when it comes to human relationships, I'm better than you. I'm more all-capable than you are.*

After hearing my words, my other self went silent for a moment.

*...Why?*

*Nothing, it's nothing.*

Although something seemed to really bother her, I ignored my other self and greeted Jeon In-hwa cheerfully.

"Fellow Student Jeon In-hwa! Hello!"

I had worried that she might distance herself from me after hearing about me from Jin Seo-yeon, but fortunately, Jeon In-hwa greeted me with a very bright smile.

"Fellow Student Baek Ye-a! It's been a long time since we've seen each other like this. Have you been well?"

"Yes, I've been doing well. Are you on your way somewhere?"

"Yes, I had some business in this area, so I came out briefly. Now I'm heading back home."

"I see. Then I'll see you at the academy."

"Yes, Fellow Student Baek Ye-a. Take care."

After exchanging greetings with Jeon In-hwa and parting ways, I said to my other self:

*See? How close we are.*

But after hearing my words, my other self remained silent for a moment before saying:

*Hmm, something seems off.*

*Off?*

*Don't close friends usually ask where you've been or what you've been doing?*

*She probably has some urgent business. She is a successor, after all. Let's deliver this to Hui-hyeon first.*

I answered lightly and headed to the dormitory where Hui-hyeon would be.
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After parting ways with Jeon In-hwa, I didn't want to show up empty-handed, so I bought some simple snacks like last time before heading to the dormitory. When I arrived, I knocked on Hui-hyeon's door, but it was quiet inside as if no one was there.

What's this? Where did he go again?

*Looks like he stepped out for a bit.*

"Hmm."

While waiting, I considered going to eat at a nearby restaurant but decided against it.

Last time when I came looking for Hui-hyeon and he wasn't here, I went to get food and ended up tumbling down the stairs.

That was an experience I'd rather not repeat.

"I'll just sit and wait for a while."

*I must really have nothing better to do.*

"This is killing me, seriously."

I sat idly in front of his door, and after about an hour, I finally saw Hui-hyeon coming up.

He's earlier than I expected.

Still sitting by the door, I greeted him from my seated position.

"Hey, Hui-hyeon."

When he saw me, his eyes widened slightly in surprise that I was waiting, then he smiled and greeted me back.

"Hey, Ye-a. I was actually about to come find you."

Hearing that he was planning to visit me, I asked him:

"Really? What for?"

I didn't mean to imply we had no reason to meet.

As a Regressor and Reincarnator, we had plenty of reasons to see each other.

Hui-hyeon replied:

"Let's not talk out here. Let's go inside first."

"Sure."

I stood up so he could open the door.

Once inside Hui-hyeon's room, we faced each other and spoke simultaneously.

"You go first."

"You can go first."

After we both spoke at the same time, Hui-hyeon hesitated for a moment, so I took out the Thousand Waters necklace from my pocket and said:

"Hui-hyeon, I came because I have something to give you."

"A necklace?"

As I was about to explain the necklace to him, I suddenly felt my body twitch.

No, why now of all times?

*What? Why?*

Despite my internal questioning, the other me who had taken over my body smiled at Hui-hyeon, pretending to be me, and said:

"Yes, a necklace. I heard somewhere that it's good for your health. I brought it specially for you, Hui-hyeon."

"I see. Thank you."

As Hui-hyeon reached out to take the necklace, the other me pulled back her hand and said:

"Let me put it on for you. Would you turn around?"

"Oh, okay."

*Hey! What are you doing? I worked hard to get that!*

*Just stay quiet. I need to recharge our lacking Hui-hyeon.*

This girl, seriously.

Despite my protests, the other me reached out to put the necklace around Hui-hyeon's neck but noticed another necklace already there and asked:

"Huh? Hui-hyeon, what's this necklace?"

To the other me's question, Hui-hyeon replied casually:

"Oh, this? It's a dragon tooth necklace I got as a gift from Yu Ji-a."

The hand that was about to put the necklace on Hui-hyeon's neck paused.

"...Yu Ji-a? That kid?"

Hui-hyeon briefly turned around at the other me's somewhat hostile tone but faced forward again and said:

"Yeah, she gave it to me as a gift before."

"Hmm, I see."

I could feel the corners of my mouth gradually twisting and my hands tightening around Hui-hyeon's neck as I was putting on the necklace.

Sensing that something bad might happen if I didn't intervene, I hurriedly said to the other me:

*Hey, don't strangle Hui-hyeon.*

*Am I crazy? Why would I strangle Hui-hyeon?*

*Your emotional conflict is transmitting to me too. Just put the necklace on and switch back.*

The other me seemed to realize she was gradually applying more pressure, so she relaxed her hands and put the necklace around Hui-hyeon's neck.

*Now that you're done recharging, switch back.*

*Just wait a moment.*

The other me finally returned control of my body to me.

After regaining control, I clenched and unclenched my fist before asking Hui-hyeon:

"...So, Hui-hyeon, what did you want to see me about?"

At my question, Hui-hyeon asked me to wait a moment.

"Before that, hold on. I have something for you too."

With those words, Hui-hyeon went to the kitchen and came back with something wrapped in cloth.

When he unwrapped it, I saw it was the Ayong Sword I thought I had lost forever.

"Huh? How did you find this? I thought it was gone for good."

"Hwayun said it was abandoned in the forest of Ganyangju."

"Thank you so much, Hui-hyeon. Really."

I picked up the Ayong Sword after a long time and drew it from its scabbard.

The pure white blade with the engraving of a soaring hawk, marked as "First," caught my eye.

After using mass-produced factory swords for so long, holding the Ayong Sword again felt very welcoming.

After all, this was the sword I had used for a long time throughout my previous cycles.

As expected of the Ye-a Ayong Sword.

*It's been so long since I've seen this sword.*

The other me also spoke in a tone of deep emotion at seeing the sword she had used in her past life.

After I put the sword down, Hui-hyeon said:

"First, I should tell you that we failed to completely annihilate the World-Ending Cult."

"I guess that was inevitable..."

I had heard about the attempt to destroy the World-Ending Cult during the second field training.

They had actually gone to eliminate the World-Ending Cult, not for exorcism.

"I'm sorry, Hui-hyeon. If only I hadn't been captured..."

"The ones who captured you are at fault, not you. Don't say things like that."

"So what are you planning to do now?"

At my question, Hui-hyeon thought for a moment and said:

"Having failed one extermination attempt, they'll probably hide deeper, making it harder to completely eliminate them this time. Especially 'that person' might not be active in the Human World anymore."

Does that mean we'll have to perform that ritual for the World-Ending again?

"Is there anything else?"

At my question, Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"Yes, two things. First, could you look at this?"

Hui-hyeon took out a document from inside his clothes and handed it to me.

The emblem on the cover of the document was...

"A lotus emblem? Isn't this from the Jeon Clan?"

"Look at the contents."

At Hui-hyeon's gesture, I picked up the document and read it.

By the time I finished reading the last page, my hands were trembling.

This document contained detailed information supporting the fact that I was a vessel.

"Hui-hyeon, what is this...?"

When I asked in a dumbfounded voice, Hui-hyeon replied:

"Jeon In-hwa gave it to me."

"Jeon In-hwa did?"

Hearing that Hui-hyeon's Jeon In-hwa had passed this on, I recalled the face of the Jeon In-hwa I had just met.

She had definitely greeted me warmly.

Then the other me, who had seen the document, spoke in a mocking voice:

*Miss Ye-a, more versatile than me when it comes to relationships. How does it feel to be backstabbed?*

Normally I would have told her to shut up, but I was too shocked by this unexpected betrayal to say anything.

Seeing that I couldn't respond, even the other me seemed to feel a bit sorry and spoke in a softer tone than before:

*You called In-hwa your friend earlier, right? Do you really think that sinister fanatic woman is capable of making 'friends'? You might not know because you don't have memories of previous cycles, but Jeon In-hwa is not normal.*

Ignoring the other me, I asked Hui-hyeon:

"But why did Jeon In-hwa give you this document?"

"I received a recruitment offer."

"A recruitment offer?"

"Yes, since it's certain that you're a vessel, she said my squad would disappear after 'the Calling,' so I should join her squad. She showed me this while saying that."

"Jeon In-hwa really did that?"

I was truly dumbfounded.

After all I'd done for Jeon In-hwa in this cycle, this is how she repays me?

Looking at me, Hui-hyeon carefully said:

"It's okay, Ye-a. No matter how much clear evidence there is, if you get through 'the Calling' well, that evidence becomes meaningless. So you just need to get through it like last time."

Hui-hyeon spoke as if to comfort me, but I was worried about how detailed the information was.

Now that they had this information, I needed to prepare accordingly, but I was concerned about whether I could handle it well.

"I just can't believe it. I thought I had built a good relationship with Jeon In-hwa this time..."

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon spoke as if Jeon In-hwa's actions weren't surprising at all:

"That's just how Jeon In-hwa is."

*That's how Jeon In-hwa has always been.*

They both said it at the same time.

Jeon In-hwa is just that kind of person.

Right, originally in the game, Jeon In-hwa was a heroine who could turn into an enemy depending on the route.

I pulled myself together and let out a light sigh.

I had been backstabbed, that's true, but I couldn't stay dejected forever just because of that.

I need to help Hui-hyeon save the world.

Jeon In-hwa, you fucking bitch, I'll deal with you later.

"Thank you so much for letting me know, Hui-hyeon."

"You're not calling me 'Nimi' this time?"

"....................."

He probably meant it to lighten the mood, but it had the opposite effect.

This isn't the time for that.

"You're making jokes at a time like this?"

I picked up the Ayong Sword and hit Hui-hyeon with the scabbard.

Thwack! Thwack!

"Ow! Ouch! Ye-a! At least hit me with your hands, not a weapon! That hurts!"

"Good that it hurts. It means you're alive."

"What's that supposed to—Ow!"

After chasing and hitting Hui-hyeon a few times, I asked him:

"Anyway, Jeon In-hwa's betrayal aside... you said you had more to tell me?"

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"Right, actually this is the more important news."

More important than Jeon In-hwa stabbing me in the back and gathering information?

"...What is it?"

"Honwon has started to move."

"Oh, seriously."

I let out a short sigh.

The nightmare of the Night Parade of a Hundred Demons that Honwon orchestrated in the previous cycle automatically came to mind.
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I heard that Honwon had started to move, so I told Hui-hyeon.

"How do we prove that Honwon has started moving? We'll need evidence first."

"That part's fine. I found some solid evidence."

I placed the pastries I'd bought for us to eat on the table as I spoke.

"Really? What evidence?"

"A vessel."

"...Huh?"

"I caught someone who was tailing me—a vessel. I handed them over to the Exorcist Corps, so we don't need to handle this part ourselves."

I had been wondering where we'd find clear evidence from the moment Hui-hyeon started talking, but when he said he'd already caught a vessel and turned them in, I couldn't help but be impressed.

*The real protagonist is on another level.*

As expected of all-capable Hui-hyeon.

"But how did you recognize they were a vessel?"

"I have eyes similar to yours. It wasn't hard to spot."

"Though mine are somehow sealed now."

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon spoke as if something had just occurred to him.

"That's right. Even your other self doesn't know much about it, right?"

"Yeah, my other self doesn't know either. I can't tell if they're lying or telling the truth."

My other self remained silent despite my comment.

But more importantly—similar eyes to mine?

Even if I couldn't see status windows or other people's personal information, did Hui-hyeon, as a Destroyer, have some ability to recognize vessels?

Curious, I asked him, "By the way, Hui-hyeon. I'm a vessel too—did you know I was one from the beginning?"

"Beginning as in...?"

"I mean, in our previous life."

After thinking for a moment, Hui-hyeon shook his head.

"No, I identify them by seeing demonic energy. I didn't know about you until before Ye-a first confessed."

His answer made me feel somewhat relieved.

*As I thought, I'm a different kind of vessel from those others.*

"But what if the vessel escapes from the body?"

"Don't worry about that. A vessel's obsession with their host body is beyond imagination. They probably won't leave easily. The one I interrogated didn't try to escape either."

"You interrogated a vessel?"

Hui-hyeon nodded.

"Yes, I needed to extract information. Fortunately, what I learned wasn't much different from what I already knew."

Hui-hyeon interrogating someone...

Hmm.

No matter how strong he was as a Regressor, I couldn't quite picture the kind and somewhat sensitive Hui-hyeon harshly interrogating a vessel.

Maybe he just asked a few questions before turning them in?

If I had been there, I could have helped.

"I'll help you next time, Hui-hyeon."

"Why suddenly?"

"It's not sudden. I'm saying you don't need to handle such difficult tasks alone from now on. Got it?"

After looking at me for a moment, Hui-hyeon smiled and said, "Just hearing that makes me feel better. Thanks, Ye-a."

Just as a warm atmosphere was beginning to form, my other self cut in with a sarcastic comment.

*"I don't think you'd be any help anyway."*

*"You've got quite a sharp tongue for someone freeloading in someone else's body. Can't you be quiet?"*

*"Hui-hyeon isn't as fragile as you think. It's laughable that you're offering help when you're the one who needs it."*

*"Get lost. Even if I've received help knowingly or unknowingly until now, I'm going to help Hui-hyeon from now on. Getting the Thousand-Year necklace today is just the beginning. Just watch."*

While I was conversing with my other self, Hui-hyeon called my name.

"Ye-a?"

"Yes?"

"Nothing, you were just standing there quietly all of a sudden, so I called you. What are you thinking about so deeply?"

I must have been standing there for a while, caught up in my conversation with my other self.

I smiled at Hui-hyeon and said, "It's nothing. I'll be going now."

*"Where do you think you're going? Say it now!"*

*"Please shut up."*

Just before stepping outside, I felt my body twitch again.

No, this is real.

My other self, who had seized control of my body, turned back to Hui-hyeon and said, "Hey, Hui-hyeon."

"Yes?"

"That dragon tooth neck—! Never mind. I'm going now!"

Having barely regained control of my body, I smiled at Hui-hyeon.

"Oh, okay Ye-a. See you next time."

"Yes. Bye, Hui-hyeon."

I quickly closed the door before Hui-hyeon could think something was strange.

Then my other self spoke in a bewildered voice.

*"What? When did you learn to control the dominance like that?"*

Yeah, I was surprised too. This was the first time I'd managed to take back control when my other self had seized my body.

But I pretended it was nothing.

*"When did you ever think you had dominance over my body?"*

While I was feeling proud of my cool response, my other self spoke with disdain.

*"Aren't you embarrassed saying that after succeeding just once?"*

*"........"*

I ignored my other self and went down the stairs.

When I arrived home, I noticed something in my mailbox.

Who would send me mail?

Curious, I took out the letter and saw it was sealed with the emblem of a soaring hawk—the First Family crest.

*"It's from the main family."*

"Yeah."

I'd been expecting a letter from the main family eventually, but the timing made me uneasy.

I entered my home and tossed the letter onto my desk.

My other self asked me, *"Aren't you going to open it?"*

"No need. It probably doesn't say anything good anyway. I'll read it later."

After taking a shower, I sat in my chair to handle my Team Leader duties before going to bed.

<>

"Hui-hyeon, no..."

I had a dream after a long time.

"Please, don't do this. Don't leave me alone..."

In my dream, I was calling out to Hui-hyeon with a terribly sad voice.

Hui-hyeon, whose hair had turned completely white, looked like he might wake up at any moment.

But he didn't open his eyes.

As I held onto him and cried, I felt something approaching.

Something very dark and ominous.

It was...

"That won't do. You can't steal my memories."

Someone's hand covered my eyes.
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"Damn it."

I felt like I had a terrible dream, but strangely, I couldn't remember it clearly after waking up.

Given how awful I felt, it must have been a really bad dream...

*Starting the day with cursing?*

I ignored my other self's comment while taking frozen food from the refrigerator for breakfast.

My other self spoke up at the sight of the frozen meal.

*Frozen food again? You'll ruin your health that way.*

"You know I'm fine because I'm an Exorcist. Besides, it's just prejudice that eating frozen food ruins your health. This is nutritionally well-balanced."

Except for being extremely salty.

Then my other self suggested:

*If you're really fine with it, how about I cook for you next time?*

Surprised by this unexpected offer, I asked my other self:

"Cook?"

*Yeah, I learned a lot when I lived with Hui-hyeon. He said it was delicious too.*

Though it was a rare offer, I wasn't particularly pleased with it.

It essentially meant giving up control of my body so he could cook, and the experience of losing control wasn't pleasant.

So I told my other self:

"No thanks. This is enough."

*Fine, suit yourself. I try to be nice for once and this is what I get.*

"Are you really offering out of pure goodwill?"

*Actually, I was planning to take the leftovers to Hui-hyeon as side dishes.*

"...Really?"

Now that's tempting.

"Come to think of it, eating food made by someone else once in a while doesn't sound bad."

*Right, right. I know that feeling well.*

"Then I guess I should go grocery shopping today."

*That's an excellent idea.*

With my other self's encouragement, I finished my meal, got ready for school, and changed into my uniform.

I'll pretend I made it myself when I give it to Hui-hyeon.


"Baek Ye-a, fellow student."

After arriving at Yegak Academy and sitting down, I was checking the documents Hui-hyeon gave me yesterday and taking out my writing tools when Jeon In-hwa called me.

Hmm.

"Jeon In-hwa, fellow student, do you need something from me?"

Despite my cold tone, Jeon In-hwa didn't lose her smile as she spoke.

"If you don't mind, could we step outside and talk for a moment?"

"......"

After hearing what I did yesterday, I wasn't particularly eager, but I checked my watch, nodded, and said:

"Yes, alright."

I remained silent the entire time I followed Jeon In-hwa.

No matter how I thought about it, there was only one thing she could want to discuss with me.

After going outside, Jeon In-hwa sat on an outdoor bench and gestured for me to sit beside her.

Following her gesture, I sat down, and Jeon In-hwa smiled at me and said:

"Baek Ye-a, I just realized it's been a while since we've talked like this."

"Yes, it has. We've been through field training and exams since then."

"That's right. With all the other things I've had to deal with, time seems to have passed even more quickly. I have many responsibilities in my family, after all."

Jeon In-hwa avoided getting to the point and brought up other topics.

"Jeon In-hwa, what exactly did you want to talk about?"

"Baek Ye-a, have you ever heard this saying?"

Jeon In-hwa suddenly changed the subject.

"What saying are you referring to?"

"It's hard to see on a microscopic level, but from a macroscopic view, there have always been people like this."

Jeon In-hwa, who had been watching students walking outside, suddenly turned to look at me.

"Do you know what we call someone who takes on any difficult task, handles any challenge admirably, but inside is always ready to stab others in the back?"

Jeon In-hwa tapped the bench beside her and said in an oddly cheerful tone:

"We call them Baek Ye-a."

Hearing Jeon In-hwa's words, I momentarily forgot how to respond.

She spoke as if she were complimenting me.

After being frozen for a moment, I finally managed to ask:

"What did you say?"

"You heard me correctly, Baek Ye-a."

As if I hadn't misheard at all, Jeon In-hwa continued smiling as she spoke.

"I was really surprised! I've always prided myself on never missing even the slightest sign of evil, but to experience this kind of betrayal from you, whom I trusted—I'm truly impressed. So take what I said earlier as a compliment."

"What exactly have I betrayed?"

"I think you know that better than anyone, don't you?"

Jeon In-hwa turned to me and said:

"A vessel. I'm certain that you are a vessel."

"........."

I had expected this conversation would be about this, but I didn't think she would be so direct.

Jeon In-hwa remained calm despite my reaction.

"Jeon In-hwa, I am not a vessel. I'm very confused by your sudden accusation."

Hearing my response, Jeon In-hwa smiled and said:

"I already know through my people that Lee Hui-hyeon told you about this. Baek Ye-a, did you really think such an obvious lie would work?"

She even had people following me?

Hearing Jeon In-hwa's words, I felt automatically disgusted and stood up from my seat.

If she's not going to be polite, I don't need to be either.

"Jeon In-hwa, I'm surprised that someone who should know better would be so incredibly rude. I'll be leaving now."

As I turned to go back to the classroom, Jeon In-hwa said:

"Stop. We haven't discussed the important matters yet."

"I think you've said everything already."

"Baek Ye-a. Don't you realize that my approaching you like this is an act of mercy on my part?"

"Mercy?"

I was dumbfounded by Jeon In-hwa's words.

What mercy was she talking about? She turned her back on me simply because I was a "vessel," even though she knew I had saved the Won-gak Cult from crisis and was clearly under assassination threats.

Just as I was about to unleash my emotions on Jeon In-hwa, my other self spoke:

*Calm down. No matter what, she's the "Successor." She's practically the head of the Jeon Clan. Unless you're planning to kill her later, it's best to ignore her for now.*

Hearing my other self's words, I took a deep breath.

Right, she's not even worth getting angry over.

After I safely get through "The Calling," I can just ignore her no matter what she does.

With that thought, I turned to leave, but Jeon In-hwa said:

"Since it seems we're not in a mood for conversation, I'll get straight to the point. Baek Ye-a, please remove your squad members from your team."

Hearing Jeon In-hwa's words, I unconsciously turned back and said:

"What did you say?"

"I'm sure you heard me clearly, Baek Ye-a."

"Why should I remove my squad members from my team?"

"So they won't get hurt."

This time, Jeon In-hwa looked at me with sympathetic eyes and said:

"So they won't get hurt..."

"It's exactly as I said. If you remove your squad members, I'll personally ensure they won't be caught up in any rumors or suffer any disadvantages. Your final act of showing some humanity by caring for your followers despite being a monster will be favorably considered in your judgment."

This time, Jeon In-hwa clasped her hands together and said:

"Baek Ye-a, I'm saying this because of your previous actions, regardless of your intentions. How many vessels do you think will receive such mercy, either before or after you? You should think carefully. I never break my promises."

"Is that really all?"

"Pardon?"

"Is that really the only reason you're saying this?"

At my question, Jeon In-hwa looked puzzled, but I ignored her and returned to the classroom.

This time, she didn't call after me.


"Ughhhh..."

After talking with Jeon In-hwa and returning to the classroom, I felt drained.

*Ironically, Jeon In-hwa probably firmly believes that she was betrayed but is acting mercifully.*

I just nodded at my other self's comment.

I didn't even have the energy to respond.

"Ye-a, good morning!"

As I was sitting there, Yu-na greeted me.

"Hi, Yu-na."

Even after receiving my greeting, Yu-na tilted her head and said:

"Ye-a, you look down. Did something happen?"

She's like a mind reader, I swear.

"No, nothing happened. I'm fine."

Even after I said I was fine, Yu-na stared at me intently for a while before reluctantly saying:

"You have to tell me right away if something's wrong, okay? It could be aftereffects from when you went missing before. Got it?"

"Got it. Thanks, Yu-na."

After Yu-na earnestly implored me and returned to her seat, my other self said to me:

*Yu-na hasn't changed. She's always taken care of others like that.*

*I know that from your old memories.*

After thinking for a moment, I said to my other self:

*I've been thinking, and I believe we should tell the kids about this too.*
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Lee Hui-hyeon sat quietly in his seat, staring ahead lost in thought.

What should I do now?

How can I handle this situation without burdening Ye-a?

He continued pondering, searching for the best solution.

A way that would cause no complications and wouldn't harm Baek Ye-a.

"......"

His fingers, which had been tapping rhythmically on the desk, suddenly stopped.

"I have no choice. I have to do it."

Lee Hui-hyeon steeled his resolve.

<>

'You're going to tell the other kids about this?'

In response to my other self, I looked ahead and replied.

'Yeah, I think I should tell them before they hear it from someone else.'

'That makes sense... but are you sure it's okay?'

'Of course it is. Didn't you hear what Jeon In-hwa said? She told me to remove members from my squad.'

'So you want to warn the others in case she tells them too?'

I nodded in agreement with my other self.

'Pretty much. Besides, I didn't say anything last time, and if something like that happens again, the kids might lose trust in me. So I'll tell them during lunch.'

'After consulting with Hui-hyeon, right?'

At my other self's words, I looked at Hui-hyeon's back sitting in front of me.

Hmm.

'Yeah, I should talk to Hui-hyeon first.'

After consulting with Hui-hyeon, I decided to tell the others.

"Good thinking. I was actually going to suggest telling the others too."

I wonder if Hui-hyeon had been thinking about this as well.

Then I told him about what happened with Jeon In-hwa.

"And today, Jeon In-hwa told me she's convinced I'm a vessel and that I should remove the kids from my squad."

"Jeon In-hwa did?"

"Yeah."

When I mentioned Jeon In-hwa's name, Hui-hyeon frowned slightly and asked,

"So what did you tell her?"

"What else? I told her I'm not a vessel and refused."

After hearing my response, Hui-hyeon nodded slowly with an expressionless face.

"I see."

"That's all you have to say?"

"I think you handled it well. As long as you handled it well, that's what matters."

Hmm.

"Then bring Ho-jin and Su-a to the cafeteria during lunch. Got it?"

"Got it. I'll do that. See you at lunch then."

With that, we returned to our classroom.

Time passed, and when lunch came, I called everyone together and told them everything that had happened.

Throughout my story, they all looked at me with serious expressions.

When I finally finished, Yuna was the first to speak.

"I knew something bad was happening."

"I'm sorry I didn't tell you sooner."

"No, at least you're telling us now. But seriously, first Jin Seo-yeon and now Jeon In-hwa—what's wrong with them?"

Yuna spoke as if genuinely angry about my situation, while Yeon Ho-jin thought for a moment before saying,

"But why are they picking on you again? If two people are doing this, there must be something behind it... Weren't you friends with Jeon In-hwa?"

"Apparently not."

At my answer, Ho-jin looked at me and then lowered his head.

I'm sure he understood what I meant.

'Thinking you're friends with someone only to get stabbed in the back reminds me of elementary school trauma.'

'Be quiet.'

As my other self tried to bring up childhood trauma out of nowhere, I told it to be quiet. Then Su-a spoke up.

"I just don't understand! Where would you find a better Exorcist than Ye-a? Last time they already determined you weren't guilty, right? It's so strange that they keep bringing this up!"

"They said it was pending last time, remember?"

"I think if it's not 100% guilty, then it's meaningless. The fact that it was pending but those two still think you're a vessel makes them the weird ones! Don't you think so too, Hui-hyeon?"

When Su-a suddenly directed the question at him, Hui-hyeon, who had been staring at the desk as if lost in thought, looked up naturally and said,

"Yeah, I think so too."

"After 'The Calling' is over, we should formally protest. We can't just let this slide!"

As the atmosphere started turning into a session for criticizing Jin Seo-yeon and Jeon In-hwa, I tried to calm everyone down.

"Hold on, everyone. I told you all this just so you'd be aware. We can protest or whatever after 'The Calling' is over, so let's calm down a bit."

Realizing they had raised their voices too much, the kids looked around.

Fortunately, everyone else was busy with their own conversations and hadn't heard us.

"But Ye-a, you're clearly a Successor Candidate, hasn't your clan said anything?"

At Yuna's question, I recalled the letter that had arrived from my clan, but quickly pushed it from my mind and said,

"Nothing special yet."

"They didn't do anything when you went missing last time either. Your clan is really too much, Ye-a."

"Su-a."

Ho-jin nudged Su-a as if telling her not to say such things. But I thought Su-a was right.

They really are too much.

Deciding it was time to wrap up the conversation, I said to everyone,

"Anyway, that's all I wanted to say. If you have any suggestions, tell me now."

"I don't have anything in particular."

"Me neither."

"I'm good too."

"It's okay, Ye-a."

I looked around at everyone and said,

"Alright. Let's end this meeting here, and if anything comes up, tell Hui-hyeon. I won't be attending the applied class today. I'll be going now."

I needed to go home and prepare thoroughly for "The Calling" based on the information Hui-hyeon had given me.

Ho-jin was the first to say goodbye.

"Okay, see you later, Ye-a."

"See you tomorrow. Stay strong."

"If anything happens, tell us right away like you did today, okay?"

"I will, Yuna. Thanks."

As I got up from my seat, I briefly made eye contact with Hui-hyeon.

"See you later, Hui-hyeon."

"Yeah, Ye-a."

I left the cafeteria, leaving the others behind.

<>

After Baek Ye-a had gone home, Lee Hui-hyeon approached Jeon In-hwa and said,

"Come outside. I need to talk to you."

Jeon In-hwa, who had been quietly reading a book, looked up at Lee Hui-hyeon with a smile and said,

"Yes, Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon. Just a moment, please."

The two went outside and sat side by side on an outdoor bench.

After sitting down, Jeon In-hwa spoke to Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon, have you made your decision now?"

"Yes, I've decided."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Jeon In-hwa smiled happily.

"You've really made the right choice, Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon. Rather than being in a vessel's squad that could be disbanded at any moment, joining mine..."

"I've decided to be your enemy."

Jeon In-hwa stopped mid-sentence and stared at Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon, did I hear you correctly?"

"Yes."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's confirmation, Jeon In-hwa wore an expression of complete incomprehension.

"Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon, could you explain in more detail? Why would you choose to be my enemy?"

Jeon In-hwa looked at Lee Hui-hyeon with an expression of genuine confusion.

She believed she was walking the path of clear justice by cutting off Baek Ye-a and upholding the principles of the Human World.

And she had no doubt that Lee Hui-hyeon was walking the same path.

She firmly believed that someone like Lee Hui-hyeon, who never overlooked even the slightest sign of evil, would make the right choice despite any momentary emotional attachment.

But Lee Hui-hyeon gave an answer Jeon In-hwa hadn't expected.

"Could it be that even knowing everything, you're still swayed by your feelings for Fellow Student Baek Ye-a?"

"Feelings or not, I never intended to accept your proposal in the first place."

"Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon. There's still a chance."

Jeon In-hwa spoke as if trying to persuade him.

"A chance?"

"Yes, withdraw your statement about being my enemy and say you'll join my squad instead. I'm not so cold as to reject a fellow Exorcist just because of one mistake."

Even after hearing Jeon In-hwa's words, Lee Hui-hyeon remained silent for a while.

"Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon?"

When Jeon In-hwa called his name, Lee Hui-hyeon finally spoke again.

"Jeon In-hwa, admit that the documents you submitted for 'The Calling' were false and destroy the materials from your investigation into Ye-a."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Jeon In-hwa's expression hardened.

"Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon, do you think that makes any sense?"

"You don't think it makes sense? I think it makes plenty of sense. More than stabbing a friend in the back, anyway."

Jeon In-hwa's purple eyes grew increasingly cold as she stared at Lee Hui-hyeon.

As she stood up, there was no longer any trace of friendliness in her expression.

"Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon, I misjudged you. Let's pretend this conversation never happened. Excuse me."

As Jeon In-hwa was about to leave, Lee Hui-hyeon spoke to her back.

"I know how you were born."

Jeon In-hwa turned around and said,

"What?"

"How you were born. I know about it."

Black eyes rimmed with red stared at Jeon In-hwa.

"If you don't withdraw by the end of today, you'll die by my hand."
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Jeon In-hwa momentarily forgot what to say after hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words.

"......"

It was only after a brief silence that Jeon In-hwa opened her mouth again.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, are you threatening to kill me?"

Lee Hui-hyeon responded to Jeon In-hwa's calm but icy tone.

"Jeon In-hwa, imitator of the Destroyer. A person created to be a savior. How many people died for you to become that?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Jeon In-hwa's eyes widened slightly before she coldly replied.

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

"Did you think you'd be justified for your actions in the name of justice?"

"I'm not wrong. Identifying and punishing vessels. Why shouldn't this be supported? I thought you were someone who understood justice, but are you actually threatening to kill me?"

"You've always been like this. Always claiming this is right, this is correct. Without any forgiveness or mercy, acting like removing the evil before your eyes will make everything better, until you destroy yourself. In the end, you always turn away."

Jeon In-hwa realized that she and Lee Hui-hyeon weren't having a proper conversation.

Feeling an indescribable emotion at Lee Hui-hyeon's behavior—seemingly addressing her but actually speaking to something vague—Jeon In-hwa said:

"Lee Hui-hyeon, as the successor of the Jeon Clan, I'm telling you that you will be held accountable for your words today. Don't think this will be taken lightly."

As Jeon In-hwa turned to leave, Lee Hui-hyeon's voice followed her.

"I don't want to kill you."

There was something compelling about those words that made Jeon In-hwa turn back. Lee Hui-hyeon continued:

"But if you touch Ye-a, I'll have no choice but to kill you and destroy your clan. This isn't an empty threat. Think carefully. Before the evidence is investigated, declare it false and destroy the documents. Consider yourself warned."

Jeon In-hwa scoffed at Lee Hui-hyeon's words.

"Things won't go as you wish, Lee Hui-hyeon. I'll be going now."

After glaring at Lee Hui-hyeon one last time, Jeon In-hwa turned and walked away.

And in this moment, the relationship between Lee Hui-hyeon and Jeon In-hwa was decided.

<>

Before heading home, I stopped by the market to do some shopping.

"Should I buy this and this?"

*Yes, those selections will do. They look fresh and in good condition.*

I smiled at my other self's words and said, "I like that there are many honest merchants in this world who sell goods conscientiously."

*There are exceptions everywhere, but you're generally right. It's different from reality.*

After finishing my shopping, I returned home and took out the folder I received from Hui-hyeon, then picked up the letter that was placed on the desk.

*Are you going to open it now?*

"Yes, I can't avoid it forever."

Let's see what unpleasant words are written this time.

*Drum roll please.*

"Ta-da!"

I opened the letter to the sound effects of my other self, and after reading the contents, I tore it up.

"...Damn it."

The letter was written in rather scholarly language, but simply put, it stated that there would be no financial support until the situation was resolved.

*You already expected this, didn't you? And didn't you save money in anticipation of something like this happening?*

"That's true. But seeing it directly just makes me angry."

I had saved money to ensure there would be no shortage of funds for supporting the children or for team activities.

With the money I had invested here and there using my "future knowledge," I wouldn't run short of money for my personal life even if I continued spending as I did now.

But I was still angry that they actually cut off support.

"How can they be so transparent? Even if they dislike me, isn't this too much?"

*Well, thinking rationally, it makes sense. Who would want to give money to a child who turns out to be a cuckoo with a switched soul?*

"Whose side are you on, really?"

*I'm on Hui-hyeon's side, of course.*

Sigh, let's drop it.

I laid out the groceries I bought and handed over control of the body to my other self.

Taking control, my other self rolled up his sleeves, washed his hands, and asked:

"What's your favorite food?"

*Why? Are you going to make it for me?*

"No, I'm just curious."

This guy.

*Well, I'm not picky about food, but there are dishes I miss.*

"Shall we say it at the same time?"

*What, you miss certain foods too?*

"No matter how long I've lived here, I'm still essentially a modern person at heart. Okay, let's say it. One, two, three. Chicken."

*Pizza.*

When we spoke simultaneously but said different things, my other self was quiet for a moment before saying:

"...You did that on purpose, didn't you?"

I nodded internally and replied:

*Yes, it gives me the creeps to think I might like the same food as a murderer.*

"Since we have to live together for a while, how about we try to get along, even if it's a bit awkward?"

I ignored my other self's words.

There would come a day when I'd have to expel him from this body, so it seemed unwise to become too friendly.

While making soybean paste soup, my other self suddenly said to me:

"Come to think of it, it does seem too harsh."

*What does?*

"Cutting off the support."

*Suddenly? Why the change of heart?*

"Because we are..."

Just as my other self was about to say something, the doorbell suddenly rang.

"Are you expecting someone?"

*No, it's application class time now, so no one should be coming.*

The children are very diligent and attend all their classes unless something special comes up.

And I doubt Yu Ji-a would come to visit again.

*I'll go check.*

"Wait, turn the heat down to medium first."

After switching with my other self, I went to the door and found an unwelcome face standing outside.

"So this is where you live? It's quite a nice house."

Dark gray hair almost black, pink eyes, and a cloak emblazoned with the emblem of a wolf holding a short spear.

It was none other than Jin Seo-yeon.

"...What? How did you find my house?"

Not at all pleased, I spoke curtly to Jin Seo-yeon.

She replied, "I have something to verify."

After saying that, Jin Seo-yeon pushed me aside and entered my house.

"Hey! What are you doing?"

Despite my calls, Jin Seo-yeon strode into my house and began rummaging through the rooms as if searching for something.

Unable to stand it any longer, I grabbed Jin Seo-yeon's shoulder. Only then did she turn to me and ask:

"Where is it?"

Confused by her sudden question, I asked back:

"What are you talking about? Where is what?"

"The one who was lying in your bed in your place. Where did it go?"

"...What?"

After hearing Jin Seo-yeon's words, I questioned her, but instead of answering, she walked into the hallway.

*Should I drive her out?*

I shook my head at my other self's suggestion.

*No, I'll handle this.*

After telling my other self to stay put, I grabbed Jin Seo-yeon's arm.

"What? Let go."

"What do you think you're doing? What kind of behavior is this, barging into someone's house?"

"I'm searching a vessel's house for definitive evidence. What's the problem?"

*Should I kill her?*

*I said stay put.*

"First of all, I haven't been judged yet. And I'm also a successor candidate of the Baek Clan, a great exorcist family. Do you really not understand how inappropriate and sensitive your actions are right now?"

After listening to me and looking around briefly, Jin Seo-yeon said:

"You still claim you're not a vessel after putting a fake in your bed and going somewhere?"

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

"Ha, you might fool others, but you can't fool my instincts. Be honest, Baek Ye-a. Where did you go?"

Hearing Jin Seo-yeon's words, I realized that if I had been away longer, something serious could have happened.

If this person who barged into my house and tried to search it had confronted Hwayun lying in my bed, we might have been exposed.

But Jin Seo-yeon's reason for invading my home was based solely on the wolf bloodline's unique instinct, without any evidence.

In other words, she wasn't certain, which is why she came to search my house now.

She's crossing the line.

Realizing she was questioning me without any real evidence, I saw no reason to hold back anymore.

"Not worth answering."

With those words, I channeled my pent-up frustration into a punch to Jin Seo-yeon's stomach.

"...?"

Partly because she didn't expect me to hit her like this, and partly because she was weaker than me at this early stage, Jin Seo-yeon collapsed from just one punch to the stomach.

"You..."

Before Jin Seo-yeon could recover, I kicked her in the face.

Ye-a.

*You really went all out.*

As I nudged the unconscious Jin Seo-yeon with my foot, my other self said:

"She came asking for a beating, so I gave her one."

*What are you going to do now?*

"Even if she is the successor of the Jin Clan, what she did was clearly trespassing, so I'll hand her over to the security forces and finish the cooking I was doing."

I said this while slapping Jin Seo-yeon's cheeks a few more times.
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"Here is..."

Jin Seo-yeon quietly murmured as she looked around.

And the moment she saw her surroundings, she knew she was dreaming.

That nightmarish day when her possessed brother killed their mother.

Her father rushing out, the red blood flowing from her brother's body as her father killed him, and her father wailing while holding her mother's corpse.

The next moment, her brother's corpse was burning intact.

Even seeing such a sight was painful for young Jin Seo-yeon.

Originally, the Jin Clan's funeral culture was sky burial.

Wolves or birds would come to eat the body, returning it to nature where it rightfully belonged, and the remaining remains would be burned.

Some called it barbaric and anti-human, but this was an important ritual for the Jin Clan.

After all, the Jin Clan was originally rooted in the wolf bloodline.

But her brother, who became a vessel and killed their mother, didn't deserve even an honorable death.

Her brother, who killed their mother and was killed by their father, was stripped of his right to use the Jin surname and his qualification as a member of the clan.

Even if he hadn't killed their mother, her brother would have lost everything.

Because her brother was a vessel.

Watching her brother's body burn, Jin Seo-yeon's father, Jin Yu-hwa, spoke.

"Seo-yeon. Watch carefully."

Jin Seo-yeon looked up at Jin Yu-hwa.

His eyes, watching his son burn, were completely empty of any emotion.

"This is what happens when you neglect to be vigilant against vessels and overlook suspicious things."

"Father..."

Jin Yu-hwa continued speaking.

"As clan head, I failed to do this properly. Seo-yeon. Recite our clan's motto."

"What? Yes, Father."

Caught off guard by Jin Yu-hwa's sudden request, Jin Seo-yeon thought for a moment before speaking.

"Those who use the character for pleasure (樂) shall not find pleasure. Those who use the character for peace (安) shall not find peace, and those who use the character for return (歸) shall not return."

After hearing Jin Seo-yeon's words, Jin Yu-hwa gently stroked her head and said:

"Now only you and I remain in the main family of the Jin Clan. From now on, you are the Young Mistress. So always keep those words in your heart. They are precious teachings passed down through generations in our Jin Clan."

Jin Seo-yeon spoke to Jin Yu-hwa's back as he turned to go home after saying that.

"Father, I'm still..."

"Don't say you're not ready or that you're too young. From now on, you must do it. Understand?"

"But..."

"Do you understand?"

Feeling she couldn't defy Jin Yu-hwa's repeated question, Jin Seo-yeon clenched her fist and said:

"...Yes, Father. I will do my best until I die."

Young Jin Seo-yeon turned her gaze to watch her brother burning.

"Brother..."

The day of her brother's funeral was also the day Jin Seo-yeon became the successor.

<>

"Brother..."

Jin Seo-yeon mumbled something while I was carrying her on my back.

"What? What did she say?"

*I think she said 'brother.'*

Hearing my other self's words, I recalled what Jin Seo-yeon had told me when she summoned me last time.

"By brother, does she mean what she mentioned before?"

*What did she say last time?*

"She said her brother was possessed and killed her mother by stabbing her with a spear."

Hearing my words, my other self made a "hmm" sound and said:

*That's unfortunate.*

"Could you say that with a bit more feeling?"

*What, should I cry or something?*

"No, if you cry, it'll echo inside and annoy me, so just keep quiet."

*Come on, you're always telling me to be quiet.*

Ignoring my other self's light grumbling, I adjusted Jin Seo-yeon on my back.

Why is the security office so far away?

I could feel the glances of people around us.

Well, it would be stranger if I didn't get stares while carrying the Jin Clan's successor on my back.

It's actually surprising that no one has approached us yet.

"Seriously, what a mess we're both in. That's what happens when someone barges in while you're cooking."

As I mentioned cooking, something suddenly flashed through my mind.

Hmm.

"...Hey, didn't we leave the stove on when we left the house?"

At my question, my other self suddenly remembered and said:

*Ah, right.*

"'Ah, right?' 'Ah, right?' You want to get hit?"

*Why are you only blaming me? You should have remembered properly too.*

"Well, that's true. But, no. Ah. Really ah."

As I held my head with my left hand, my other self said in an amused voice:

*Breathe and calm down. Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out. Feeling better?*

"..."

Right, you were me after all.

I never expected to see the method used to calm down the Dragon Blood Clan kids being used here.

With genuine gratitude, I said to my other self:

"Please shut up."

With another reason to quickly hand Jin Seo-yeon over to the security office and return home, I ran with her on my back.

Damn psychopath.


"You know what really pisses me off?"

After handing Jin Seo-yeon over to the security office and returning home, I put the burnt pot in the sink and spoke to my other self.

*What?*

"That no matter how Jin Seo-yeon trespassed into our house, she'll go to school tomorrow as if nothing happened."

While clans like the Huye Clan or the Jeon Clan would at least formally punish their successors for committing crimes, the Jin Clan had no hesitation in wielding their privileges.

That's why an ill-mannered group like them would have Jin Seo-yeon barging into our house and rummaging around.

She probably thought it was fine whether she found what she was looking for or not, but what Jin Seo-yeon didn't consider was that I've become stronger than before.

I hit her without hesitation knowing she'd be released anyway, but seeing this burnt pot makes me wish I'd hit her more.

Yeah, I should have hit her more.

Then my other self said to me:

*What can you do? If you're upset about it, you should have become a successor too.*

"...This is why I always tell you to stay quiet."

*So, shall we continue cooking?*

"Forget it. It's all burnt anyway."

Sighing lightly, I took out frozen food from the refrigerator when the doorbell rang again.

Looking at the time, it still wasn't when the applied class would end.

"Who could it be this time?"

Surely not Jeon In-hwa?

Muttering lightly, I went outside to find Baek Ye-na.

What the hell. Why is she here?

"It's been a while, sister."

"Yes, Unnie. But why are you here..."

"Does a sister need a reason to visit her only sibling?"

I'd dislike you even if you had a reason. But since I couldn't possibly say that, I smiled and said:

"Don't just stand there, please come in, Unnie."

"Alright."

Baek Ye-na answered simply and went straight into the house.

*We're seeing a lot of unwelcome faces today.*

At my other self's words, I nodded inwardly and said:

*At least they came at different times.*

*Yeah, if necessary, we could always give her a Ye-a punch to the stomach.*

*...Don't give it such a stupid name.*

"Sister?"

As I was just standing at the door without coming in, Baek Ye-na called me.

"Yes, Unnie. I'll be right in."

After entering, Baek Ye-na looked around the house.

"Hmm, this is quite a nice house, too good for you."

"It's all thanks to the clan head and the main family."

As I tried to brush it off with a light answer, Baek Ye-na's gaze settled on one spot.

"I smell something burning. What have you been doing?"

At Baek Ye-na's words, I smiled and answered:

"I messed up while cooking."

"You're smiling after failing at something? That's a sensibility I can't understand, sister."

This woman.

Before I could respond, Baek Ye-na continued:

"By the way, was cooking your hobby?"

"It's not a hobby, but I thought I'd try something new, and then..."

When I didn't smile this time, Baek Ye-na said:

"Is that so? It's just like you to focus on useless things. You could just call someone to do that for you."

You bitch. You'd criticize me for that too if I did.

"Haha, yes."

*Let's just kill her. I know how to clean it up.*

*What do you know? Just stay still.*

While I was ignoring my other self's words, Baek Ye-na continued to look around without staying in one place.

"It's fun exploring my sister's house like this. Don't you think so too, sister?"

I didn't find it fun at all, but knowing that being honest would make things even less fun, I forced a smile and said:

"Yes, Unnie. It's really fun."

"Really? I actually find it boring. You have such a strange personality."

...I really wish she would die.

After opening various rooms, Baek Ye-na soon sat in the chair in my room.

"I'm getting thirsty. Go make some tea."

"Yes, please wait a moment."

Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.

I was already furious because Jin Seo-yeon visited, and now this woman is acting up too.

*Baek Ye-na is still the same. Such a strange personality.*

*It's not strange, it's just being a bitch.*

*Well, both are true.*

I thought about spitting in the tea but decided against it.

With Baek Ye-na's personality, she might ask me to switch cups or tell me to drink both cups myself.

So I brewed the tea and took it to the room, where Baek Ye-na was sitting with her back turned.

"Unnie, I've brought the tea."

As I approached and called out, Baek Ye-na continued to keep her back turned and said:

"Sister. Let me ask you one thing."

"Yes, Unnie."

"This letter. Did you tear it up?"

At the tip of Baek Ye-na's finger was a piece of the letter I had torn up and thrown away.
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As Baek Ye-na shook the end of the letter in her hand, a thought crossed my mind.

Choose how Ye-a could escape when the person who hates you most is waving around a weakness that could get you disciplined depending on the circumstances.

...Is there a way? Could there be?

*She actually found it. That's why I told her to burn it.*

*When did you ever say that, you bitch?*

As if I wasn't troubled enough already, my other self spoke in a tempting voice.

*Since it's come to this, let's just kill her and bury her. The yard is big enough. What's the problem?*

*You're the problem. Please just shut up.*

*Let me take over for a moment. I can handle it without leaving any trace, I swear.*

*I said be quiet.*

"Little sister, you've been quiet for a while now. Say something, won't you? This letter. Did you tear it? Why was an important official document from our family torn and thrown in the trash?"

Baek Ye-na looked at me with a relaxed expression, as if daring me to explain myself.

*Kill her, clap. Kill her, clap.*

*You're really going to get us slapped.*

My other self, which had somehow become like an alternate persona, continued to torment me with nonsense even in this situation.

Or maybe it's just that I really, really hate Baek Ye-na.

"..."

The only excuse I could make right now was this:

"It was a mistake."

"A mistake?"

One of Baek Ye-na's eyebrows rose.

"I accidentally tore it and was so scared that I threw it in the trash."

I made my excuse as meekly as possible, trying to act like Baek Ye-a would.

I figured this response would be the most natural given the image of me that Baek Ye-na had in her mind.

*That's the best excuse you could come up with?*

*Just stay quiet if you're not going to help.*

"Hmm."

Baek Ye-na, who had been flicking the letter between her fingers, soon spoke as if she'd lost interest.

"How typical of you. Accidentally tearing an important letter from the main family and then hiding it in the trash to cover it up. You really haven't changed at all. There won't be any forgiveness next time like there is now. Burn it later."

Baek Ye-na placed the letter on the desk as she spoke.

"Your response?"

"Ah, yes, sister. I'll do that. Thank you sincerely for teaching your inadequate sister."

Meek and submissive.

Baek Ye-na seemed satisfied with my gratitude. She took a sip of the tea I had brought and remarked with rare surprise.

"This is quite delicious? Your skills have improved a lot. You can't cook but you can brew good tea. Being a complete mess is just like you."

*Let's kill her.*

"Ahaha..."

*Shut up.*

A normal person might have felt relieved at this point, but knowing Baek Ye-na as well as I did, I couldn't relax.

The Baek Ye-na I knew wouldn't let things go so easily.

That bitch wouldn't end it there.

After finishing her tea, Baek Ye-na stood up.

"Are you leaving now?"

I asked with half-hopeful expectation, and Baek Ye-na replied.

"Why? Would you like me to?"

"No, I meant you've come all this way, so please stay longer."

Please leave. Please leave.

"No, I have some business to attend to now. Unfortunately, I can't grant your request."

She's leaving.

Hooray.

"That's too bad. Sister! I'll see you to the entrance."

When I said this with a grinning smile, Baek Ye-na looked at my face for a moment before replying.

"Alright. Do that."

As I walked with Baek Ye-na to the entrance to see her off, she suddenly turned to me.

"Baek Ye-a."

"Yes, sister."

"I know there have been various suspicions surrounding you lately."

So Baek Ye-na knew about it too.

Well, of course she would.

In situations like this, experience taught me it was best to bow my head first.

"I'm sorry for causing you concern."

"No, do you think I would be concerned because of you? You're being self-centered."

"..."

This bitch.

*Let's really kill her.*

*Seriously.*

After I remained silent for a moment, Baek Ye-na spoke again.

"Baek Ye-a."

"Yes, sister."

"I still think you are Baek Ye-a."

Surprised by this unexpected statement, I looked at Baek Ye-na.

Baek Ye-na's expression remained unreadable, devoid of any discernible emotion.

"So I'll see you at the family gathering after this matter is resolved."

With those final words, Baek Ye-na turned around and left abruptly, just as she had arrived.

I stared at Baek Ye-na's back as she disappeared into the distance.


After sending Baek Ye-na off, I returned home and sat down in a chair.

The teacup Baek Ye-na had drunk from and the torn letter.

What did Baek Ye-na want to accomplish by coming to our house?

When she pulled out the letter from the trash, I thought she had come to pick a fight.

"Do you understand what Baek Ye-na was thinking?"

I expected a response saying she didn't know, but my other self gave an unexpected answer.

*Yes, I do.*

"What is it?"

*That Baek Ye-na really hates you.*

"I already knew she hated me, but shouldn't she have pressured me more strongly then?"

To my question, my other self replied:

*You're an idiot for not understanding that. Idiot.*

This girl.

"If you keep that up, you're going to get hit."

*Try it, try it. It's just self-harm anyway.*

"Let's drop it."

As I imagined hitting my other self a few times while organizing the torn letter Baek Ye-na had left on the desk, my other self spoke again.

*Baek Ye-a.*

"Why are you calling me?"

*You might not realize it now, but sometimes in this world, there are problems that can only be solved by taking drastic measures.*

"Is killing someone your idea of a solution?"

Despite my sarcastic remark, my other self continued.

*You'll definitely regret not killing her when I suggested it.*

"There are always other ways to solve any problem. I'll make you regret not thinking like me sooner."

My other self didn't respond to my words.


Afterward, Jin Seo-yeon came to school normally as I had expected, acting as if nothing had happened, but she didn't say anything about me hitting her.

She would glare at me whenever we passed each other, but didn't do anything beyond that. Should I consider that fortunate?

Given the impulsive nature of the Jin Clan, I should remain cautious, but for now, there didn't seem to be any problems.

If she acts up again, I'll just hit her again.

Another unexpected thing was that Huye Jin treated me as usual.

Even though she must have heard everything.

We weren't close enough to have deep conversations about "The Calling," so we maintained an appropriate distance.

As days passed like that, my "Calling" was approaching moment by moment.


One day, as I was returning home from school as usual, I noticed a letter in the mailbox in front of my house.

It was a letter with the lotus emblem of the Jeon Clan engraved on it, apparently sent from them.

"I wonder what nonsense is written in it this time..."

*My heart is pounding.*

Ignoring my other self's comment, I pulled out the letter and read it on the spot.

Last time, they had dragged me away without any notice as was customary, but this letter contained information about when they would come to get me.

Was this Jeon In-hwa's twisted form of generosity?

Or was it telling me to run away quickly after reading it?

Thinking it was a good thing either way, I put the letter in my bag.


And then, the day before "The Calling" that I had been notified about by letter. As I left the house to go to Yegak Academy, I saw people waiting in front of my house to pick me up.

"Are you Ms. Baek Ye-a?"

"Yes, are you here for 'The Calling'? I believe I was notified that it would be tomorrow?"

"Yes, that's correct, but there's something we need to do before that. Please come with us for a moment."

Something to do before the actual "Calling." What could that possibly be?

After thinking for a moment, I nodded to the man and said:

"Alright, I'll go with you."

When I got into the car, I wasn't blindfolded or anything this time.

As if we were going somewhere that didn't matter if I saw.

After driving for quite some time, the car arrived in front of an old wooden house.

That emblem at the main gate...

"Let's get out."

I got out of the car and followed the man through the main gate.

After walking for a while, I saw a familiar person inside.

"Welcome, fellow student Baek Ye-a."

That person was none other than Jeon In-hwa.

Why would someone I couldn't possibly be happy to see, someone I shouldn't meet the day before "The Calling," call for me?

I sighed lightly and said to Jeon In-hwa:

"Fellow student Jeon In-hwa, you shouldn't be seeing me before 'The Calling.'"

"It's fine, fellow student Baek Ye-a. I'm not the one observing this 'Calling.'"

At Jeon In-hwa's strange wordplay, I frowned slightly and said:

"Then there's even less reason for you to see me, isn't there? There should be an understandable reason for calling me like this before 'The Calling.' If not, I will formally protest about being deceived and brought here under the pretense of having something to do before 'The Calling.'"

After hearing my words, Jeon In-hwa smiled lightly and said:

"Don't worry, fellow student Baek Ye-a. I called you to ease the burden on the elders before 'The Calling.'"

"May I ask what kind of burden you're trying to ease?"

"I've been thinking a lot over the past several days."

Jeon In-hwa brought up something out of the blue.

"No matter how much evidence we gather, if a vessel is skilled enough to receive a deferred judgment in the previous 'Calling,' wouldn't they just escape again no matter how much evidence we submit this time? If that happens, wouldn't true justice never be served?"

The way she kept beating around the bush didn't look good at all. With a hint of anxiety, I said:

"So what are you trying to say?"

"It's simple, fellow student Baek Ye-a. From now on, you don't have to attend 'The Calling.'"

"What do you mean by that?"

"From now on, fellow student Baek Ye-a will be someone who ran away from 'The Calling' without attending. Forever."

Jeon In-hwa said with a grin.
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"Jeon In-hwa, what on earth are you talking about?"

I wasn't asking because I didn't know.

I was just so dumbfounded that I couldn't find the right words.

But that was a mistake.

'They're coming from all directions.'

As another me warned, Jeon In-hwa heard my question and smiled.

"Baek Ye-a. Don't you think you should have done something instead of wasting time asking questions?"

The moment Jeon In-hwa finished speaking, formations that had been perfectly hidden throughout the house—so well concealed I hadn't even noticed them being inscribed—activated simultaneously.

Now I realized that even the people who had come to escort me earlier were complicit in setting up these formations.

"Good work, everyone. Please stand by until further orders."

"Will you be alright alone with the vessel?"

"I'll be fine. You already know that ordinary demons can't defeat me. So please leave with peace of mind."

"Yes, and please call us immediately if anything happens."

After the exorcists who had set up the formations restraining me left the room, Jeon In-hwa smiled leisurely at me and said:

"I'm sorry for keeping you waiting, Baek Ye-a. Did you wait long?"

"Ugh...!"

Bound and restricted by the activated formations, I shouted at Jeon In-hwa.

"Jeon In-hwa! What do you think you're doing? This is serious enough to be formally brought before the Human World Council!"

Despite my outburst, Jeon In-hwa replied with boredom in her voice.

"Vessels aren't protected by human world laws, Baek Ye-a."

"I haven't even been officially declared a vessel yet!"

"Are you still trying to deceive me by clinging to those weak laws? We've decided to set those aside for now. So would you please stop barking? It's noisy."

The words coming from Jeon In-hwa's mouth were shocking.

Though she clearly had malicious roots, she shouldn't have been speaking like this at this point.

To think she would throw away even the pretense of strictly following the law that she normally maintained.

Though her actions had already shown it was hopeless, her words only confirmed my suspicions.

Jeon In-hwa continued speaking, as if she wasn't finished.

"Baek Ye-a, Baek Ye-a, Baek Ye-a. Do you know why I keep calling you Baek Ye-a? It's because I don't know your real name. So why don't you tell me? Your real name."

When I glared at her without answering, Jeon In-hwa spoke as if she hadn't expected a response anyway.

"Well, if you won't answer, that's fine. Baek Ye-a will 'disappear' after the date of 'The Calling.' I'll leave the method to your imagination. I'll see you next time, Baek Ye-a."

Jeon In-hwa gave me a smirk, picked up her bag, and before leaving the room, muttered:

"Once you're gone, Hui-hyeon will come to his senses."

After Jeon In-hwa left the room, the exorcists who had been waiting outside rushed in.

'What are you going to do now?'

The other me asked.

***

When Jeong Yu-na arrived at school and saw Baek Ye-a's empty seat, she thought Ye-a had simply overslept.

After all, Ye-a had rarely ever arrived later than Yu-na.

But when Ye-a still hadn't shown up after the first and second periods, Yu-na began to feel something was wrong.

Ye-a always emphasized sharing information and communication among team members.

She had immediately shared the date of her "Calling" with everyone as soon as she knew it.

So if she couldn't come to school, she would have definitely told Yu-na or the others somehow.

But Yu-na hadn't heard anything from Ye-a.

"Hey guys, do you know why Ye-a didn't come today?"

At Yu-na's question, Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a looked at each other before answering.

"Huh? You haven't heard anything either, Yu-na? We were just about to ask you..."

"You guys haven't heard anything either?"

"No, Ye-a always lets us know about these things clearly."

The three noticed Lee Hui-hyeon approaching them.

Thinking that Hui-hyeon, who had been spending a lot of time with Ye-a lately, might know something, Yu-na said to him:

"Hui-hyeon, perfect timing. Ye-a didn't come today. Have you heard anything?"

"No. I haven't heard anything."

"Then, Hui-hyeon..."

Before Yu-na could finish, Hui-hyeon walked away with an expression of clear anger.

"Hui-hyeon!"

Despite Yu-na's call, Hui-hyeon was already far away.

"What's going on? He seems upset."

"Yeah, his expression didn't look good."

"Is something not going well for him?"

"Anyway, it seems Hui-hyeon doesn't know why Ye-a didn't come either."

If it had been any other time, Yu-na might have just assumed Ye-a had a reason for not coming and let it go, but the recent events made it impossible for her to take this lightly.

"She said 'The Calling' was tomorrow... where could she have gone?"

Yu-na muttered anxiously, then said to Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a:

"Which way did Hui-hyeon go?"

"Well, judging by the direction, I think he was heading toward the library or the training hall..."

"I'm going to talk to Hui-hyeon for a bit. I have a bad feeling about Ye-a."

With those words, Yu-na went after Hui-hyeon.

***

"Lee Hui-hyeon, what brings you here? May I ask what this is about?"

After passing by Yu-na, Hui-hyeon was now facing Jeon In-hwa in the school library.

"Or perhaps you've come because you feel like killing me, as you mentioned before?"

Despite Jeon In-hwa's mocking tone, Hui-hyeon spoke to her with an expressionless face.

"It was you?"

"Lee Hui-hyeon, didn't they teach you at school not to speak without a subject? I don't understand what you're saying..."

"Ye-a not coming today. It was you, wasn't it?"

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, Jeon In-hwa closed the book she had been reading and looked at him.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, whether Baek Ye-a comes or not has nothing to do with me. I really don't understand what you're talking about."

Pushing the book aside, Jeon In-hwa stood up and said:

"It's true that I don't think highly of Baek Ye-a, but I wonder where you learned the manners to come directly to me and question me just because she didn't show up for one day? Don't you agree, Jeong Yu-na?"

At Jeon In-hwa's words, Hui-hyeon turned around.

Yu-na had been standing behind Hui-hyeon, unsure what to do about the argument between the two. She stepped forward and said:

"But your recent actions give Hui-hyeon plenty of reason to think and act this way."

Hearing Yu-na's words, Jeon In-hwa smiled slightly and asked:

"Why do you think so?"

"Because you recklessly accused Ye-a of being a vessel and harassed her."

"I harassed Baek Ye-a?"

Yu-na felt something irritating about Jeon In-hwa's attitude.

It was as if she believed her actions were justified, and any collateral problems resulting from them were not her concern.

Feeling annoyed by Jeon In-hwa's demeanor, Yu-na said:

"I heard you not only accused Ye-a, who trusted you, of being a vessel without clear evidence, but also collected materials to submit to 'The Calling.' Is this how you treat a fellow exorcist colleague?"

Hearing Yu-na's words, the corners of Jeon In-hwa's mouth turned slightly downward.

"Jeong Yu-na, watch your words. Are you suggesting that the materials I submitted were fake?"

"I didn't go that far. I'm just saying that for someone who calls herself a fellow student, your attitude toward Ye-a is too much."

After hearing Yu-na's words, Jeon In-hwa turned to Hui-hyeon and asked:

"Lee Hui-hyeon, did you show Jeong Yu-na the materials I gave you?"

"Materials?"

At the mention of materials, Yu-na turned to look at Hui-hyeon.

"No."

"Hmm, I see. Thank you for your honesty."

Closing her book, Jeon In-hwa stood up and looked at Yu-na.

"Jeong Yu-na, you're saying these things because you haven't seen the materials, but Baek Ye-a is definitely a vessel."

Hearing Jeon In-hwa's words, Yu-na glanced briefly at Hui-hyeon before turning back to Jeon In-hwa.

"There's a flaw in what you're saying. Ye-a received a deferral at the last 'Calling.'"

"Yes, a deferral. An unprecedented deferral. Don't you find that even more suspicious? Since ancient times, 'The Calling' has always resulted in either guilty or not guilty verdicts, never a deferral. Doesn't this suggest that Baek Ye-a somehow concealed the fact of her transmigration?"

After hearing Jeon In-hwa's words, Yu-na stared at her silently for a while.

Jeon In-hwa thought her words had been somewhat persuasive, but Yu-na's next statement was unexpected.

"Jeon In-hwa, you really are a pitiful person."

"...What did you say?"

"I said you're a truly pitiful person."

"Jeong Yu-na."

Jeon In-hwa tried to say something, but Yu-na didn't stop there.

"To be honest, until I spoke with you directly—no, until you did those things to Ye-a—I thought you were a very loyal person who was generous to others. But now that we've talked, I understand. You're just a pitiful person."

"What about me is so pitiful, Jeong Yu-na?"

"You remind me of the cook from the old bibimbap legend."

"What does that have to do with me?"

Jeon In-hwa knew she was being drawn into Yu-na's words, but she couldn't stop herself from asking.

After all, Yu-na was looking at her with something like pity.

"You're like someone who doesn't know how to achieve justice, so you throw whatever's at hand, believing justice will be served. You think you've achieved justice, but in reality, there's poison in what you've done, hurting many people in the process. That's who you are. You believe justice will be served by slandering Ye-a with facts that haven't even been confirmed. So how can I not think you're pitiful, Jeon In-hwa?"

Yu-na spoke to Jeon In-hwa with a slightly regretful expression.
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Jeon In-hwa's expression gradually turned cold as she heard Jeong Yu-na's words.

For the first time in her life, she felt exposed—as if someone had seen through to her true nature. The shame of being pitied on top of that dominated her entire body.

Her breathing grew rough and her eyes trembled.

Jeon In-hwa suddenly realized she was clenching her fists so tightly that her knuckles had turned white.

When she finally managed to speak, her voice was noticeably subdued.

"In that way..."

After taking a deep breath and waiting for her trembling to stop, Jeon In-hwa continued.

"Even if you defend her that way, it doesn't change the fact that Baek Ye-a is a vessel, nor does it change the fact that what I'm doing is justice and duty, Fellow Student Jeong Yu-na."

Jeon In-hwa's expression had become detached, as if nothing had happened.

Seeing that expression, Jeong Yu-na realized something had been "completed" within Jeon In-hwa.

There was no point in saying anything more—she wouldn't listen.

She shouldn't try to "pity" or "persuade" Jeon In-hwa anymore.

But Jeong Yu-na still opened her mouth to address Jeon In-hwa.

For the sake of her precious friend who had been unfairly accused and insulted.

"Jeon In-hwa."

Just as Jeong Yu-na was about to say something, Lee Hui-hyeon stepped in front of her and said, "Yu-na, let's go now."

"Huh? Hui-hyeon, I still have something to say to Jeon In-hwa..."

In response to Jeong Yu-na's words, Jeon In-hwa smiled and said, "That's right, Fellow Student Lee Hui-hyeon. Just leave her be. If she has something to say, let her say it."

As Jeong Yu-na tried to speak again, Lee Hui-hyeon grabbed her arm and pulled her away. "Let's just go. No matter what you say, it won't make any difference."

As she was being led out by Lee Hui-hyeon, Jeong Yu-na pulled her arm free and said, "Hui-hyeon, this is about Ye-a's honor. I have to say this."

No matter how pitiful Jeon In-hwa might be personally, she had already insulted Baek Ye-a through her actions.

Therefore, as Baek Ye-a's close friend and squad member, she absolutely had to say this one thing.

Seeing the look in Jeong Yu-na's eyes, Lee Hui-hyeon silently nodded, and Jeong Yu-na turned to Jeon In-hwa.

"Jeon In-hwa, don't falsely accuse and corner people like that. That kind of behavior will always come back to you."

After their conversation with Jeon In-hwa ended, Lee Hui-hyeon and Jeong Yu-na left the library together.

On their way back to the classroom, Jeong Yu-na asked Lee Hui-hyeon, "Hui-hyeon, I couldn't ask back there, but what exactly was that material you mentioned?"

"It's nothing important."

"Hui-hyeon."

Jeong Yu-na stopped and called Lee Hui-hyeon's name.

"It's okay, just be honest with me. You deliberately kept it from us for Ye-a's sake, right? That's the kind of person you are."

At Jeong Yu-na's words, Lee Hui-hyeon turned to face her.

"Tell me why Jeon In-hwa gave you that material, and what you were going to discuss in the library. You know that my trust in you and Ye-a won't be shaken by something like this... right? Who knows, maybe I could help somehow with the influence of the Jeong family, representatives of the Cheonghwa Clan."

After staring at Jeong Yu-na's gentle smile, Lee Hui-hyeon finally spoke.

"...Alright, if you put it that way."

Lee Hui-hyeon slowly began to explain to Jeong Yu-na.

"First of all, I went to confront Jeon In-hwa."

"Confront?"

"Yes, confront. Because she's caused Ye-a the most trouble recently. I wasn't being rational."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's explanation, Jeong Yu-na understood well enough.

Despite outward appearances, Lee Hui-hyeon cared deeply for Baek Ye-a.

"Then can you tell me about the material you discussed in the library? That seems to be the most important part."

"Sure."

Lee Hui-hyeon told Jeong Yu-na everything that had happened.

Including the fact that Baek Ye-a now had the material.

Normally, this wasn't something to be shared so freely, but Lee Hui-hyeon held nothing back.

In a way, Lee Hui-hyeon knew Jeong Yu-na too well.

After listening to Lee Hui-hyeon's explanation, Jeong Yu-na remained quiet for a moment before speaking.

"I see, so that's what happened."

Then, after sighing, Jeong Yu-na said to Lee Hui-hyeon, "If something like that happened, you should have told the others too. I'm a little hurt, you know?"

"I'm sorry, I didn't think it was something to talk about carelessly."

"I told you I'd be on your side no matter what."

"I'm sorry."

"I'm not saying this to get an apology..."

After muttering quietly, Jeong Yu-na soon asked Lee Hui-hyeon, "Are you going to tell the others about this right away?"

"What do you think we should do?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Jeong Yu-na replied with a serious expression, "Of course we should tell them. Secrets only create distance between friends."

Jeong Yu-na spoke firmly without a moment's hesitation.

As if expecting this response, Lee Hui-hyeon said, "Alright, let's tell them."

"Good, then let's go to the classroom now and—"

"But not right now."

"What do you mean, not now?"

When Jeong Yu-na gave her a puzzled look, Lee Hui-hyeon tried to persuade her.

"Let's wait until after 'The Calling' is over."

"You mean..."

After looking at Lee Hui-hyeon for a moment, Jeong Yu-na nodded and said, "I see, you want to tell them everything after the situation is resolved, right?"

"Yes, I think it'll be easier for them to accept that way. So can we hold off for now?"

After considering for a moment while looking at Lee Hui-hyeon, Jeong Yu-na slowly nodded and said, "Alright, but we absolutely have to tell them after this is over, okay?"

"Yes, thank you, Yu-na."

Lee Hui-hyeon nodded in response to Jeong Yu-na's words.

*My other self urged me impatiently, 'Baek Ye-a, have you still not decided what to do?'*

When I ignored her, my other self tried to persuade me.

*'Moderate measures are meaningless now. You know it too, don't you? Killing them all is the only way.'*

*'Shut up. Kill this, kill that. Is that the only solution you can think of?'*

*'In other words, you're the strange one for trying to find another way when there's such a simple solution. You should know by now that moderate measures alone won't save the world or help Hui-hyeon.'*

*'No, these people are just following orders. They have no crime other than obeying commands.'*

*'Then they should have chosen the right side.'*

Realizing this conversation would go nowhere, I said to my other self:

*'Anyway, just be quiet. I have my own plans.'*

I felt the restraints I had been breaking through on my own, without my other self's help, starting to crumble slightly.

She could help with this instead of spouting nonsense about killing. Damn her.

When I applied a little force to my arm bound by the formation, it felt precarious, as if it would break at any moment.

Jeon In-hwa probably didn't know that I was no longer weak enough to be restrained by such a crude formation.

It made sense that the hastily prepared formation would be crude, given that she had acted impulsively, obsessed with the idea of capturing a vessel and achieving justice.

She should have at least prepared something at Cheongdam's level, like what had been used to bind me before.

As I pretended to be bound by the formation while looking for an opportunity, my other self spoke again.

*'Baek Ye-a.'*

*'What?'*

*'I am you.'*

I didn't respond to my other self's words.

But as if not expecting a reply, my other self continued.

*'You'll soon understand painfully why I talk like this.'*

With those final words, my other self fell silent.

Slightly concerned about her, I asked:

*'...So what exactly happened to you?'*

*'Hm?'*

*'What happened that makes you always talk about killing?'*

*'You want to know now?'*

*'You always say that, but you never tell me what actually happened. If you really want to convince me, shouldn't you at least tell me what you went through?'*

After a moment of silence, my other self replied:

*'I can't tell you.'*

*'Why?'*

*'I just can't.'*

Hearing my other self's response, I sighed lightly and said:

*'Fine, do whatever you want. I wasn't that curious anyway.'*

As soon as I finished speaking, I felt what I had been waiting for approaching.

This bitch. Finally.

I slightly closed my eyes, then opened them again and said:

*'What I mentioned—the other method—will be here soon.'*

*'Oh, I thought you had no plan, but you actually have something?'*

This woman.

*'As I always say, killing is never the only solution. It's just using violence, that's all.'*

At the mention of using violence, my other self replied:

*'In that case, it would be better to just kill them.'*

I ignored the rest of what she said.

Ch.132 - 1. 'The Call' (4)
Even on her way home, Jeon In-hwa was still in a foul mood.

Just like members of a team created by a transmigrator, they were all rallying around that transmigrator.

In-hwa was walking along, thinking that as soon as this matter was settled, she would conduct a thorough investigation into the members of Baek Ye-a's team.

"...?"

Sensing someone following her, she turned around, but all she saw were busy people going about their business.

Thinking she must have been mistaken, In-hwa turned back and continued walking.

<>

Eventually, the door opened and Jeon In-hwa walked in holding a stone staff.

It was that same stone staff I'd seen countless times in the game illustrations.

Finally seeing it in person.

The reason she brought the stone staff, which she didn't normally carry around the academy, was obvious.

She was planning to kill me with it directly.

In-hwa was the type who, if she thought something was righteous but might have consequences, would handle it personally out of a sense of "responsibility."

Looking at me bound by talismans, In-hwa spoke to those around her.

"Everyone, please step outside until I call for you."

At In-hwa's words, the exorcists who had been watching me filed out of the room.

Once we were alone, In-hwa smiled at me and said, "Did you have a pleasant time, however brief, Fellow Student Baek Ye-a?"

"Do I look like I'm having a good time?"

When I spoke informally, In-hwa smiled and said, "My, speaking informally now, are we?"

I snorted at her words and replied, "Formal speech is only for people worth respecting."

"Does that mean I'm no longer worthy of respect?"

"You put an innocent person in this state and still expect respect?"

"That's not quite right. Fellow Student Baek Ye-a, how can you claim to be innocent when you're a transmigrator?"

"I am not a 'transmigrator.'"

I felt no guilt saying I wasn't a transmigrator. While I had transmigrated from another world, I wasn't the kind of "transmigrator" In-hwa was talking about.

In-hwa sighed lightly and said, "Still telling lies, I see. Well, this is the last time anyone will listen to those lies."

With those words, In-hwa pointed her stone staff at me.

The sharp end was aimed directly at my heart.

Seeing this, I frowned slightly and asked In-hwa, "Just to be clear, you're trying to kill me right now?"

Hearing my question, In-hwa laughed as if she'd heard something amusing.

"Fellow Student Baek Ye-a, what an interesting thing to say. How can you speak of death when killing you would merely eliminate one vessel? Your true form is surely beyond Myeongju."

...It seemed In-hwa didn't even consider what she was doing as "killing" me.

In her mind, I was a transmigrator with my true demon form somewhere else.

This bitch is seriously crazy.

Since it amounted to saying she would kill me, I said to In-hwa, "So you are going to kill me. That means it doesn't matter what happens to you, right?"

"What could you possibly do? Bound as you are?"

In-hwa laughed lightly before saying to me, "Those talismans binding you were prepared by the best exorcists of the Jeon Clan. Even a high-level demon like you couldn't easily break free. Did you think we'd be careless when capturing a transmigrator?"

"...?"

...What's this? I struggled a bit, but I broke free relatively easily.

Was their preparation not actually sloppy?

"Time's up now. Be quiet and go. Next time, please prepare a more modest vessel. Remember this failure."

With those final words, In-hwa thrust the pointed end of her stone staff toward my chest.

In that moment, I broke through the talismans and caught the sharp end of the staff with my left hand.

"What...?"

I pulled the startled In-hwa toward me by the staff and punched her in the stomach.

"Ugh! How did you..."

Huh? Why didn't she pass out?

Looking more carefully, I saw that In-hwa had blocked my punch with her arm in that brief moment.

Jin Seo-yeon, who also thought I was a "transmigrator," had been caught off guard and knocked unconscious after taking two direct hits. Seeing In-hwa block like this made me think she was better than Seo-yeon.

Though they were both equally terrible.

But it would have been better for her to just take the hit to the stomach and pass out.

I reached out and snatched the stone staff from In-hwa's hand, threw it to the floor, and grabbed her by the throat.

In-hwa struggled to draw spiritual energy and break free from my grip, but given her naturally weak physical abilities that I'd observed earlier, I held her neck without the slightest effort.

I glared coldly at In-hwa, whose face was turning red, and said, "You just said you were going to kill me."

For a brief moment, a questioning emotion flashed across In-hwa's face.

Can she still think in this situation?

"Since you tried to kill me, it's okay for me to do terrible things to you too, right?"

When I clenched my fist in front of In-hwa's eyes, she seemed to realize I was going to hit her again and struggled with a grimace, but I paid no attention.

"This is for me."

"Hnngh!"

When I struck In-hwa's stomach, her small body jerked in the air with a small groan.

I was slightly impressed that she still maintained consciousness and glared at me.

Indeed, this level of resistance makes revenge more satisfying.

This fucking bitch is done for. Just wait.

"And this is for trying to take Hui-hyeon away from me, you double bitch."

"Kuhak!"

Thud.

Just like that, In-hwa, who had so proudly acted as a champion of justice, lost consciousness after just two combined acts of violence.

Hell yeah.

If I had my way, I would have kept her conscious to experience the humiliation of being held hostage by the transmigrator she so despised, but unfortunately, In-hwa was too dangerous to keep awake.

She might put me in danger through some unexpected method.

Moreover, if In-hwa said she didn't care what happened to her as long as Baek Ye-a died, I would have no choice but to release her (though I'd inflict all possible violence on her in the process) and flee.

That would be very troublesome.

'I watched to see what you'd do, and I rather liked your method.'

The other me, who had been silent until then, spoke.

"Do you want to hit her a few times too? I can lend you control briefly if you want," I said, slapping In-hwa's unconscious cheeks.

'That offer is very tempting, but unfortunately, I think they've noticed something outside.'

At those words, I turned my attention to what was happening outside.

Indeed, the exorcists outside had detected the commotion inside and were trying to enter the room, but I positioned myself so I could break In-hwa's neck at any moment and shouted loudly:

"Don't move!"

The exorcists who saw me holding In-hwa froze in place and looked at me with tense expressions.

"If anyone moves from now on, your precious little mistress becomes a corpse! The same goes for anyone secretly gathering spiritual energy! So back off right now!"

Shouting the first things that came to mind made me feel like a third-rate villain.

Third-rate villain Baek Ye-a, successor to third-rate exorcist Baek Ye-a. Hmm.

But even though I was holding In-hwa hostage, I was the victim who had been kidnapped and nearly killed.

Having my life threatened meant I could kill in self-defense without any legal issues.

Though killing still felt uncomfortable.

"Young Mistress..."

Some exorcists murmured quietly when they saw me holding In-hwa, but they backed away as I approached with the unconscious In-hwa as my hostage.

"Hey you there! Maintain your distance! If anyone comes closer, I'll dislocate all of In-hwa's joints and make her disabled! Do you still think this situation is a joke?!"

After threatening to make In-hwa disabled with strangely specific details, some exorcists backed away further.

Originally, In-hwa being an exorcist meant that merely dislocating her joints wouldn't actually disable her, but given the situation, they seemed to take my words seriously.

Or perhaps they thought that since they considered me a "transmigrator," I might use cruel methods they couldn't imagine.

Yes, from their perspective, I was a vicious transmigrator who could kill In-hwa at any moment.

So their caution was understandable.

This false "transmigrator" accusation is helping in unexpected ways.

Judging that the situation was sufficiently established, I spoke to the exorcists surrounding me from a distance.

"As you can see from how I broke the talismans and subdued In-hwa, I could slaughter all of you at any time."

Of course, whether I could actually do that was unknown, but what mattered was making them believe I could.

I waited for my words to sink in before speaking again.

"But the reason I'm not doing that is because I am not a 'transmigrator' but an ordinary human and exorcist."

"Stop lying!"

Someone shouted as soon as my words fell.

"We already know your identity through investigation! We're holding you now by clan agreement! So trying to deceive us with such lies is useless!"

'...What about that?'

"...Damn it."

I thought it was just In-hwa acting on her own.

"No, that's not true! And remember, I'm holding In-hwa right now! Watch your words!"

I shouted loudly and then continued.

"Anyway! Whatever you think of me, all I want is a fair trial! Just let me receive 'The Calling'! So let me out of here quietly! Otherwise, I'll tell everyone about what happened to me here!"

"You filthy demon! Release the Young Mistress first! All negotiations come after that!"

Talking nonsense. The moment I release her, they'll attack.

These people will cause trouble even if I spare them.

'Kill them. Clap. Kill them. Clap.'

Meanwhile, the other me is making unhelpful comments.

While I was arguing with the exorcists lined up outside, someone tapped my shoulder.

"Eek!"

I turned around while keeping In-hwa's neck firmly in the crook of my arm, and there stood Hui-hyeon.

Ch.133 - 1. 'The Call' (5)
"Shh..."

Lee Hui-hyeon pointed at the exorcists with his finger, signaling me to be quiet.

Maybe because Hui-hyeon was standing in a peculiarly dark spot, almost hiding behind me, it seemed they hadn't noticed him yet.

I looked forward again and whispered softly to Hui-hyeon.

"Hui-hyeon, how did you get in?"

"Jeon In-hwa's residence has many hidden passages. I snuck in through one of them."

I briefly wondered how he knew about them, but then remembered he was a Regressor, so it made sense. I asked him:

"There must have been other exorcists outside, right?"

"I knocked them all out."

"..."

How did he manage that?

I guess a Protagonist really is a Protagonist.

After this brief exchange with Hui-hyeon, I confronted my other self.

*Hey, why didn't you tell me Hui-hyeon was coming?*

*He's on our side, so why bother?*

...I guess that's true?

When the exorcists outside noticed my sudden silence and started to move in, I shouted at them again.

"I told you not to come closer! I just broke one of Jeon In-hwa's fingers! If you come any closer, I'll bend her middle finger outward so she'll have to walk around with just her middle finger sticking out!"

I hadn't actually broken anything, but as I said before, what matters is making them believe it.

Sure enough, when I shouted, the exorcists backed away again.

After confirming they'd retreated, I said to Hui-hyeon:

"I almost died because of Jeon In-hwa. See those talismans on the floor? She tried to kill me with them."

Hui-hyeon glanced briefly at the talismans scattered on the floor, then said to me:

"But you handled it well, I see. You've taken Jeon In-hwa hostage."

"Yeah, she was weaker than I expected."

"She was... what?"

Ah, I got too excited and let a harsh curse slip out.

Hoping Hui-hyeon wouldn't remember what I'd said, I corrected myself.

"I just meant she was weaker than I thought. Or maybe I've gotten stronger."

I puffed up with pride.

"...Even in this situation, you're still the same."

"What do you mean?"

"It's a compliment."

Hmm.

Somehow disliking Hui-hyeon's manner, instead of hitting him, I grabbed Jeon In-hwa's hair and spun it around.

Hope she gets a neck disc herniation from this.

"So now we escape through the secret passage?"

"No."

Surprised by this unexpected answer, I asked in confusion:

"What? Weren't you planning to take me through a secret passage?"

"I came to secure your safety first. Besides, the secret passage is too narrow—we'd be caught immediately."

"Then what's the plan?"

"Stay here. I'll be right back."

Moving so quickly that even the Baek Clan's special peripheral vision couldn't track him, Hui-hyeon instantly pinned down the exorcist at the front.

"What the—!"

Starting with that startled voice, I could hear the sounds of fighting continuing in the corridor outside.

"I wonder if he'll be okay."

I said this while still holding Jeon In-hwa's neck, but strangely, I wasn't particularly worried.

*Only Hui-hyeon could charge straight at a group of exorcists like that and still subdue them non-lethally.*

I nodded quietly.

Hui-hyeon returned to the room about 15 minutes later.

"Let's go now. Put down Jeon In-hwa and come out."

He spoke as if he'd just returned from a casual stroll, except for the blood on his knuckles.

...What kind of monstrous strength does he have? He fought all those exorcists and didn't get injured at all?

"...Why are you looking at me like that?"

"Nothing, it's nothing."

I felt grateful that Hui-hyeon was on my side.

I laid Jeon In-hwa down on the floor and picked up the talisman from the ground.

"You're taking that with you?"

Hui-hyeon asked with a puzzled expression.

"Yeah, this talisman. It looks ordinary, but it's actually quite valuable."

If Jeon In-hwa had used this talisman to set up a formation to restrain my movements more strongly instead of trying to stab me in the chest from the beginning, I might have been in real danger.

This talisman had been passed down since the time of Jeon Yun-hwa, the first head of the Jeon Clan when Magical Engineering was at its peak.

Of course, I wouldn't have died anyway because of my other self.

It was disappointing that I couldn't see detailed information with my All-Seeing Eye sealed, but judging by its shape, it was definitely the talisman I knew.

"Really? Then do as you please."

Hui-hyeon spoke as if leaving it entirely to my judgment, then took the lead.

"You're not going to ask more about it?"

"I already know what it is."

"...Really?"

Come to think of it, he knew about the secret passages in Jeon In-hwa's residence, and he knew about this talisman too.

What kind of relationship did Hui-hyeon have with Jeon In-hwa in the other cycles?

*Hey, do you know what kind of relationship Hui-hyeon had with Jeon In-hwa?*

When I asked my other self, he replied as if annoyed:

*Why don't you just ask Hui-hyeon directly?*

"Let's get out now. Before others come."

Hui-hyeon said to me, unaware of what I was thinking.

Though I felt somewhat uneasy, I decided to let it go for now and turned around to look at the unconscious Jeon In-hwa.

When she wakes up and realizes her inherited talisman is gone, she'll definitely have a fit, right?

I couldn't help but laugh imagining Jeon In-hwa's reaction when she realizes she was not only beaten by a "Vessel" but also had her talisman stolen.

Feeling disappointed that I wouldn't be able to see that reaction with my own eyes, I took the talisman and followed Hui-hyeon out.

Even after escaping from the residence, Hui-hyeon and I had to walk for a long time to get back to the academy area.

"Hui-hyeon, what do we do now?"

I suddenly asked while walking.

"About what?"

"Well, I feel like the situation is spiraling out of control lately. Just look at today—it's better than being captured and killed, but we still knocked out Jeon Clan exorcists and Jeon In-hwa to escape. If this becomes widely known, won't people think it's strange?"

After considering my concern briefly, Hui-hyeon said:

"Is there any need to be careful about our actions anymore?"

"Huh?"

"I think being careful about our actions doesn't mean anything anymore."

"Why do you think that?"

To my question, Hui-hyeon turned to me and said:

"No matter how careful we are now, people like Jeon In-hwa and Jin Seo-yeon will continue to think you're a Vessel, and Yuna and the others have grown more suspicious since the last team exercise due to various incidents. In other words, it's already become an open secret."

After hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I sighed softly.

"Yeah, I guess you're right. I already knew the kids had noticed something since before. I even had a conversation with Yuna about it."

"Yuna is particularly perceptive. She just doesn't dig deeper because of her consideration and strong faith in her friends."

"Come to think of it, you recommended Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a as squad members besides Yuna, right? Did you recommend them anticipating this situation?"

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"Yes, I suppose so."

"I thought as much..."

Realizing how much help I'd received from Hui-hyeon all along, I said to him:

"Then maybe it's better to definitively prove I'm not a 'Vessel' during this Calling and be confident about it. Since exorcist talents typically bloom at 17 anyway, the reason for my improved skills can be explained away."

"That's probably the right approach."

"But the problem is you, Hui-hyeon. Won't you get in trouble later for knocking out all those Jeon Clan exorcists?"

When I asked worriedly, Hui-hyeon nodded lightly and said:

"Yes. But I've decided not to worry about it. If necessary, I can just receive the 'Calling' too. It's about time I stopped moving with concern for others' eyes."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I felt strangely reassured.

It might be difficult alone, but having this honest conversation together somehow felt comforting.

Then a thought suddenly occurred to me.

Perhaps this wasn't Hui-hyeon's original plan.

The old me might not have realized it, but now I could tell.

This incident was burdensome for Hui-hyeon too.

Looking at the ring attached to the talisman, I turned to Hui-hyeon and said:

"Hey, Hui-hyeon. If things don't work out, want to go wild together?"

"Wild?"

"Yeah, wild. Remember what I said when we first met in the previous cycle?"

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon briefly searched his memories and said:

"Yes, I think you did say something like that back then."

"Right, if things go south, I'll transfer half my assets to Yuna to make her the team leader, and we'll drop out and head to the Outlands. Or we could go to Ikseonju where Yu Ji-a has settled."

"Why are you suddenly thinking about this?"

"I just thought it might be better to deal with the World-Ending Cult while traveling through the Outlands or other regions rather than staying in a place full of enemies. What do you think?"

After hearing me out, Hui-hyeon remained silent for a moment.

When he spoke again, he was smiling slightly.

"Let's receive the 'Calling' first and decide based on how things go. From my experience, there are many advantages to staying at the academy too. So let's think about it later."

Hui-hyeon's answer was noncommittal.

Since I wasn't planning to push strongly right now either, I smiled at Hui-hyeon and said:

"Sure, it's better to decide later based on the situation. These kinds of decisions should be made carefully."

The conversation ended there.

Ch.134 - 1. 'The Call' (6)
"What are you going to do about this?"

After returning home, Hui-hyeon asked me in front of the house.

Since I'd already thought about it, I answered him casually.

"After the 'Calling' is over, I'm going to file a complaint. This incident went way beyond crossing a line."

I was planning to report this to the Baek Clan's main house too, though I wasn't sure if they'd listen.

Even if I was a thorn in their side as a Successor Candidate, surely they wouldn't just ignore something like this.

Hui-hyeon then said, "Really? Then wouldn't it have been better to leave that stone tablet behind?"

"It's fine. There's no evidence I took it anyway."

"I don't think it's going to be that simple..."

Hui-hyeon still looked worried, but then he looked at me and said, "Well, thinking about it, I guess it shouldn't be a problem. Anyway, I should get going now."

I grabbed Hui-hyeon as he turned to leave.

"What? Where are you going?"

"Huh? I helped you escape, so now I need to head back to the dorm."

"After what I just went through, you're going back to the dorm alone?"

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon looked slightly puzzled.

"What else should I do?"

I went over what I was about to say several times in my head.

Is it okay to say this?

There's a barrier around my house—am I being too dramatic?

But there's always the possibility of something happening.

So I said to Hui-hyeon, "Stay at my place tonight. Just in case."

*Ooh.*

My other self whistled softly, but I ignored it.

"Stay over?"

Hui-hyeon made a slightly confused face, but I wasn't backing down.

"Exactly what I said. Stay at my house tonight."

"Are you feeling anxious because of what happened today?"

Normally, I would have pinched or hit him for saying something like that, but I simply nodded.

"...Yeah."

Hui-hyeon looked at me for a moment, thinking, then said, "Alright, let's sleep together tonight."


Of course, sleeping together didn't mean sharing a bed with Hui-hyeon.

"Ye-a, really, I can sleep on the floor."

Currently, Hui-hyeon was in my bed while I was lying on the floor with a blanket.

There had been quite a struggle before we settled on this arrangement.

Hui-hyeon had forcibly tried to make me lie on the bed several times, but each time I either hit him or picked him up from the floor and threw him onto the bed.

In the end, Hui-hyeon was the first to surrender.

But he still seemed bothered by it.

"No, I'm staying over at your request. I should be the one sleeping on the floor."

As the one who invited him to stay over in the first place, I didn't feel right making my guest sleep on the floor.

I made Yu Ji-a sleep on the floor because she whined about wanting the bed first, which annoyed me.

I still had Team Leader duties, Successor Candidate responsibilities, and needed to review materials to prepare for the "Calling," but I decided to do it all tomorrow and said to Hui-hyeon, "Hui-hyeon, should I turn off the light?"

"Yeah."

After turning off the light and returning to my spot, I found Hui-hyeon had come down to the floor.

Hmm.

"Hui-hyeon."

"Yeah?"

"Why are you on the floor?"

"You should take the bed. I'm comfortable on the floor."

Then he closed his eyes, pretending to sleep.

I sighed lightly and pinched him.

Pinch, pinch.

"Ow! Ouch! Why are you doing that all of a sudden?"

"Get up, get up, get up, get up, get up."

I kept pinching him while telling him to get up, and unable to endure it, Hui-hyeon quickly climbed onto the bed. Yes!

He should have listened when I asked nicely.

"Ye-a, you pinch so hard it's like you're tearing off flesh."

"Still better than hitting you, right?"

"I'd rather you hit me..."

I ignored Hui-hyeon's words and buried my face in my pillow.

And then I thought:

I thought it would be awkward sleeping together like this no matter how anxious I felt, but since we've slept together during every field training, it's not awkward at all.

"Hui-hyeon."

I turned toward the bed and called out, and he answered, "Yeah?"

"Thank you for coming to help me today. If it weren't for you, I might still be there."

"It's nothing. Of course I'd help in a situation like this."

After a brief pause in our conversation, I spoke to Hui-hyeon again.

"Hui-hyeon."

"Yeah?"

"Think carefully about what I said today. I didn't just say it for no reason. Okay?"

"...Okay."

As I lay there for a while, turning over to try to focus on sleep, my other self spoke to me.

*Baek Ye-a.*

*...What?*

*Today was really good. Keep doing this from now on.*

*...Shut up.*

Usually talkative, why was it suddenly so quiet? Was it being considerate in its own way?

I simply ignored it and fell asleep.


The next morning, when I arrived at the academy, I was worried that Jeon In-hwa might be there, but surprisingly, she didn't show up.

It was unexpected.

I thought for sure that Jeon In-hwa would come to school and try to pull something else on me.

It was fortunate, I suppose, that nothing happened.

"Ye-a!"

Yu-na called my name as she spotted me and approached.

"Hi, Yu-na."

I greeted her casually, and she said, "Ye-a, why didn't you come to school yesterday? We were all so worried!"

"I'm sorry for not showing up without saying anything."

"It wasn't just me—the other kids were worried too."

"I'm really sorry for not showing up without saying anything."

I truly had nothing to say to Yu-na and the others.

Of course, all the blame lay with Jeon In-hwa who kidnapped me.

Looking at Yu-na's face, I thought:

Is it right to tell her?

Would this create decisive distrust between me and the kids?

Yu-na had clearly told me before.

That she would wait until I was ready to talk.

But I felt that by relying on Yu-na's kindness, I might be building up distrust among the children.

So thinking that the result would be the same whether I kept quiet or spoke up, I said to Yu-na, "Hey, Yu-na."

"Yes, Ye-a. Tell me."

"After the 'Calling' is over, I have something to tell you and the others."

"Something to tell us?"

"Yeah, I'll let the other kids know too. Please make some time after the 'Calling' is over. Okay?"

Yu-na heard my words and replied with an expression that suggested she had been waiting for this.

"Ye-a. You've finally decided to talk."

"...Yeah."

"Alright. I'll be waiting, Ye-a."

"Yeah, thank you so much, Yu-na."

And just like during the previous "Calling," I was summoned during class.


For this "Calling" too, my eyes were covered as I was transported.

*Will I be able to get through this "Calling" safely?*

My other self answered my question:

*Like I said before, there won't be any problems. So just relax and go through with it. You've prepared thoroughly with the information Hui-hyeon gave you.*

Hearing my other self's confident words, I asked with slight puzzlement:

*How can you be so sure?*

*Because we're not ordinary vessels. You're already practically Baek Ye-a.*

*I really don't understand what you're saying.*

*You'll see when you go through the "Calling."*

While I was conversing with my other self, the car stopped and my blindfold was removed.

When I stepped out of the car, it was a different place from last time.

*I've been here before.*

*Yeah, I remember too. This is definitely the cave where we hid with refugees during the World-Ending, escaping from monsters.*

It felt truly strange to share the same memories with what clearly felt like a different entity.

"Let's move."

I followed the Exorcist's guidance into the cave.

The procedure was the same as last time.

They asked my name three times, and I answered three times.

Looking around briefly, I saw that, just as Jeon In-hwa had warned, Exorcists from the Jeon Clan were sitting in prominent positions.

I wondered if the Exorcist who kidnapped me was among them.

"Ye-a, descendant of Baek Su-ye and Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan, we will now begin your interrogation."

The procedure had additional steps compared to last time.

Questions about me were fired based on the information Jeon In-hwa had collected.

My talent as an Exorcist had only truly blossomed at age 17 because that's when my abilities fully awakened.

From childhood, I had never neglected my efforts to gain enlightenment under the guidance of "The Enlightened One," and as a result, my abilities had grown.

I am extremely thorough in my preparations when I expect to face practical challenges.

After spending time diligently explaining all the things I had experienced so far, the "Calling" entered its main phase.


As I relaxed my body while inhaling the fragrance rising from all directions, I once again found myself watching the past "me."

This time, I wasn't seeing the world from "Baek Ye-a's" perspective.

Instead, I was observing from the outside, like a spectator.

"Baek Ye-a" was in the house where I currently live.

As I had seen before, "Baek Ye-a" was in a daze, shocked from being rejected by her father.

"Baek Ye-a" looked down at something in her hand and muttered, "With this..."

I watched for a moment to see what she was doing, and "Baek Ye-a" spoke again.

"With this, I can also..."

Eventually, after swallowing it, "Baek Ye-a" went to bed and lay down.

And when she woke up again, "Baek Ye-a" frowned deeply and said, "What the hell."
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What the hell is this?

The moment "Baek Ye-a" cursed, I couldn't help but think the same thing.

What is this, really?

Besides that, "Baek Ye-a" started feeling her chest, checking inside her sleep pants, then suddenly went to the mirror, rubbed her face while looking at her reflection, and sighed deeply before muttering.

"...Damn it."

Then she turned away from the mirror and shouted even louder.

"DAMN IT!!!! ARGH!!!"

After that, "Baek Ye-a"—or rather, "I"—threw a tantrum that vaguely remained in my memory: kicking the bed, shaking chairs, and various other embarrassing behaviors until finally calming down enough to take a deep breath and say:

"This is a dream. Yes, this is a dream. I must have fallen asleep while playing 'Killing the Unkillable' after drinking last night, and now I'm having this vivid dream. Okay, when I close my eyes and open them again, I'll wake up in front of my computer like nothing happened. One... two... three!"

After muttering for a while, "I" closed my eyes and opened them again, but seeing the unchanged "reality," fell back into deep despair and mumbled:

"Ugh... transmigration? And of all people, I had to transmigrate into Baek Ye-a, that third-rate exorcist heroine who's nothing but cannon fodder... Lee Hui-hyeon is right there, but I had to transmigrate into someone like Baek Ye-a..."

Now that I felt more connected to this body, hearing "myself" talk like this gave me a strange feeling.

After muttering for a long time, I curled up in a corner like a shut-in, doing nothing until the school entrance ceremony approached, when I finally started taking action.

"I" sat at the desk, constantly muttering while scribbling plans on paper.

"First, find a way to return to reality."

"I" wrote down the first goal of finding a way back to reality and nodded.

Nod, nod.

"If that's difficult, then save this world first."

"I" wrote "save the world" on the paper and nodded again.

Nod, nod.

Hmm.

"To do that, I need to actively gain opportunities and recruit the heroines to my side."

"I" wrote down "recruit the heroines" and nodded once more.

Nod, nod.

Can't you stop that nodding?

"Feminization is absolutely forbidden, so I must stay away from Lee Hui-hyeon at all costs."

"I" wrote "absolutely no feminization" at the bottom of the paper and nodded.

Nod, nod.

*Why do you keep nodding?*

As I muttered in frustration, a voice suddenly came from beside me.

"I know, right? Nodding with satisfaction while making plans. I have no idea why I did that."

Startled by the voice, I turned away from watching "myself" and saw another me with gold eyes rimmed in red.

*What? How are you here?*

*Don't you think that question is a bit stupid even to yourself?*

*...I guess you're right.*

The other me stared at "me" for a while before speaking.

*I've always wondered what these transmigrators see during "The Calling." So "The Calling" shows the past like this.*

*Yes, it showed the past last time too.*

Then, remembering that "Baek Ye-a" had swallowed something before I transmigrated, I asked:

*Since you're here now, does that mean you saw "Baek Ye-a" swallow something?*

*Yes.*

*Could it have been poison? You know, that common cliché in transmigration stories.*

*Cliché, huh? It's been a long time since I heard that word.*

Having seen "Baek Ye-a" swallow something earlier, I wondered if she had committed suicide by taking poison, which allowed my soul to transmigrate into her body.

After all, many transmigration stories reveal that the original owner of the body had committed suicide, causing the protagonist to get caught up and transmigrate.

But the other me casually replied:

*But that's not it. An exorcist's body isn't so weak that eating something that small would kill them.*

*Then what was it?*

To my question, my other self answered:

*That was the Elixir of the Divine Age.*

*The Elixir of the Divine Age?*

*Yes, the Elixir of the Divine Age. It's a medicine that helps the consumer recall memories of their past life. In this world, people believe that when someone dies, they're reborn in this world again, so "Baek Ye-a" must have wanted to recall her past life memories to become a competent exorcist.*

Hearing the other me's explanation, my head felt fuzzy.

*I can't follow this story.*

*I've always wanted to tell you this, but the timing was never right. I am Baek Ye-a's past life.*

*...What? What are you saying?*

When I asked about this sudden, unexpected truth, my other self explained:

*One day, I wondered why I had transmigrated into this world. Of course, I had no complaints since I met Hui-hyeon because of it. I was just curious. So I had my subordinates bring me a mirror, and I looked at myself with "The Eyes."*

The other me paused briefly to watch "me" going to school, then continued:

*And I realized that I was still Baek Ye-a. It's just that due to the side effects of the elixir, my sense of self was consumed by past life memories, making me mistakenly believe I had transmigrated. Once I thought about it that way, I felt at peace.*

*This is too sudden for me to process.*

Hearing my words, my other self said as if it were simple:

*Then just think of it as transmigration. In the end, the "Baek Ye-a" personality was consumed by past life memories, and all that remains is you.*

*...Then my body in reality...*

*Probably dead. Sitting in front of the computer, drinking and playing games.*

*...*

So I was born in this world and went through all that hardship.

...Damn. That means I have nowhere to return to.

*So I wasn't a transmigrator after all.*

As I sighed deeply, my other self said:

*Well, I said that, but honestly, I'm not sure either.*

I turned to my other self and said:

*You just said it was reincarnation. You sounded so certain.*

*Yes. But I'm not sure if it's recalling past life memories or if Baek Ye-a's past life soul was summoned to transmigrate into this body.*

*...What are you talking about now? You just said the memories consumed the self.*

*That's what I choose to believe. It's more comforting that way. But there are definitely some questionable aspects to thinking I was "Baek Ye-a" from the beginning. Just forget what I said earlier. I'll leave this judgment to you.*

*You're leaving the judgment to me?*

*Yes, because after all, the Ye-a who will be by Hui-hyeon's side is you, not me. So you decide.*

*...Hmm.*

As we conversed, the memories flashed by quickly, and suddenly we were facing the end of the world.

Memories of being abandoned by the heroines and saved by Hui-hyeon.

Memories of being treated in a cave and eating rice together.

Memories of gathering companions again.

Memories of fighting against demons with those companions.

Memories of conversations with Hui-hyeon.

First, we lost Ho-jin, then Su-a, then Yu-na.

We pressed on despite the sacrifices of our companions.

As the memories continued to flow, the moment we confronted the Unkillable, the flow suddenly became unstable.

*What's happening all of a sudden?*

When I asked in confusion, my other self said:

*Looks like we have an uninvited guest.*

*Uninvited guest?*

*I'm taking the body for a moment. Wait here.*

My other self said that and suddenly disappeared.

<>

"..."

"Baek Ye-a," now outside of the consciousness, briefly looked around.

People lying dead everywhere in a scene drenched in blood.

The elders who had been looking down at her from across the room now had their necks severed, with blood continuously pouring out.

The sounds of fighting and screams coming from all directions suggested that there were many attackers.

The mastermind was undoubtedly the man across from her, chewing on someone's severed arm.

"Honwon."

When "Baek Ye-a" called his name, Honwon turned and greeted her cheerfully.

"You're awake? It's been a while. 'Baek Ye,' it's really good to see you like this."

"How did you know to come here?"

To "Baek Ye-a's" question, Honwon replied:

"With my 'ability,' I can locate a great yokai like you. You seemed to be in trouble, so I came to help. Aren't we comrades who both desire the end of the world?"

"Don't lie. You happened to follow and found a place full of strong exorcists that made your mouth water. Am I wrong?"

At "Baek Ye-a's" words, Honwon burst into laughter.

"Yes, yes. Indeed, flimsy lies don't work on you. You're right. I came to see if anything interesting was happening and found a feast laid out, so I simply picked up a spoon."

"Baek Ye-a" sighed deeply at Honwon's words.

The situation had become troublesome.

Everyone performing "The Calling" had been killed by Honwon, leaving only her alive.

In this situation, Baek Ye-a would certainly be misunderstood.

"I might as well tell you now. I'm planning to start the Night Parade of a Hundred Demons soon."

"Haven't you already started it?"

"This is just child's play. As you know, I'm more generous than those who want to keep achievements for themselves alone."

Honwon shaped the arm he was holding to look like it was smiling, then said:

"So won't you join this Night Parade of a Hundred Demons?"

The moment Honwon finished speaking, the arm he was holding tore in half and fell away.
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"Where did you suddenly appear from!?"

"Is this really the time to ask that? Hurry up and fight!"

At that moment, Lee Hui-hyeon was waiting near the cave where "The Calling" was in progress when he found himself fighting against monsters that had gathered around as if they had been there from the beginning, without any warning.

The monsters were crumbling, perhaps unable to withstand the pressure of the Divine Sandalwood Tree's barrier, but they were still aggressive enough to pose a threat to the Exorcists.

As he fought against monsters that seemed not to care that their bodies were disappearing, Lee Hui-hyeon thought to himself.

It seemed like Honwon was making his move.

After all, only Honwon, who controlled the "Night Parade of a Hundred Demons," could manipulate monsters like this.

After crushing a monster that had rushed at him from close range with one hand, Lee Hui-hyeon ran to help the other Exorcists who were fighting nearby.

***

"My, I hadn't even finished speaking before you attacked. Is this cowardly approach how the revered great monster Baekye fights?"

Honwon, who had thrown aside the arm he was holding and moved away, said as he looked at "Baek Ye-a."

"It's quite rich hearing that from someone who's no less underhanded than I am."

In a short time, Honwon and "Baek Ye-a" had exchanged dozens of offensive and defensive moves.

While facing Honwon, "Baek Ye-a" grew suspicious.

As far as "Baek Ye-a" knew, Honwon, when fighting with his main body, was skilled enough in close combat to rival even the Destroyer Lee Hui-hyeon.

Yet for some reason, Honwon seemed to be going easy on "Baek Ye-a."

After a brief exchange, "Baek Ye-a" stepped back and said to Honwon:

"What are you thinking?"

"What do you mean?"

"With your skills, you could finish me off anytime. Why aren't you doing it?"

Hearing "Baek Ye-a's" words, Honwon burst into laughter.

Even after his laughter subsided, he maintained a sinister smile as he spoke to "Baek Ye-a."

"Do you think I would do something so foolish? I didn't expect such a question from someone who knows my abilities."

"Baek Ye-a" silently glared at Honwon in response to his finger-pointing.

Honwon continued speaking as if he hadn't expected an answer anyway.

"I can still feel it. Your 'main body' that has settled remarkably stably inside that vessel. The moment I kill you, the main body inside would jump out and tear me to shreds. Am I wrong?"

Hearing Honwon's words, "Baek Ye-a" snorted and said:

"Even if that's true, it would be your vessel that dies, not your main body, right?"

"Baekye, Baekye, Baekye. I didn't just come here to pick up a spoon because a meal was served. I came because the person I truly want to meet is here. This is merely secondary."

"The person you truly want to meet? If this is merely secondary..."

"I believe that would be me."

Before "Baek Ye-a" could finish speaking, Lee Hui-hyeon, who had already finished cleaning up outside, entered the cave and spoke.

"Hui-hyeon."

When "Baek Ye-a" called Lee Hui-hyeon's name, he gave "Baek Ye-a" a slight smile before turning to face Honwon with a cold expression.

Seeing the Exorcists following Lee Hui-hyeon into the cave, Honwon smiled and said:

"Is it alright to talk like this in front of people, Destroyer? I thought you had become more cautious than before, but was that just my imagination?"

"I've decided not to hide anything anymore."

"What do you mean, Exorcist Lee Hui-hyeon? You've decided not to hide?"

An older Exorcist who seemed to have received help from Lee Hui-hyeon asked him, but Lee Hui-hyeon didn't answer and just glared at Honwon with his blood-stained sword.

Receiving Lee Hui-hyeon's gaze, Honwon looked at "Baek Ye-a" once before smiling and saying to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"Destroyer. The reason I came here like this is to make you a proposal."

"A proposal! We don't accept proposals from monsters!"

"No matter how powerful a monster you are, you can't break the spirit of us Exorcists!"

When two Exorcists shouted at Honwon's mention of a proposal, Honwon replied with a cold expression:

"I wasn't talking to you. I'd like the nuisances to disappear now."

When Honwon gestured twice, a pressure that seemed capable of slicing through human bodies rushed in, but Lee Hui-hyeon blocked the front and swung his sword twice, immediately neutralizing it.

Then, with his sword pointed at Honwon, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"Honwon, you can't kill people in front of me. You have two choices. Either lose a vessel to me, or withdraw quietly."

"I have as many as two choices? There's no option to completely annihilate you?"

"Not while the seal is strong."

"Then hear my proposal, Destroyer. It will benefit you too."

Someone among the Exorcists standing behind was about to shout something again, but Lee Hui-hyeon raised his hand to stop them.

"Let's hear it."

Upon Lee Hui-hyeon's agreement to listen, Honwon said:

"Destroyer, fulfill the duty you couldn't a thousand years ago."

Honwon stepped closer to Lee Hui-hyeon and continued:

"Remember why you were born. Realize again the mission given to you by this world. And join my Night Parade of a Hundred Demons."

After finishing his words, Honwon looked at Lee Hui-hyeon.

"As you know, I'm generous. So I'm willing to forgive and accept one desertion and a thousand years of misconduct. But if you reject this offer..."

Honwon's eyes turned to "Baek Ye-a."

"Then I will use every means to take away and kill everything you hold dear."

Even after hearing Honwon's "threat," Lee Hui-hyeon's expression didn't particularly change.

But "Baek Ye-a" could tell. That Lee Hui-hyeon was holding back his anger right now.

Even during Honwon's speech, Lee Hui-hyeon's gaze was directed at the humans who had been killed and eaten in the cave.

When Honwon finished speaking, Lee Hui-hyeon finally glared at him and said:

"I refuse. My only mission is to protect the Human World from the likes of you, not to destroy it."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Honwon mockingly replied:

"Isn't it because you didn't fulfill your mission that the world-ending monster was summoned in the first place? Yet you talk about the Human World..."

Before Honwon could finish his sentence, Lee Hui-hyeon charged at him with his sword.

Belatedly, "Baek Ye-a" also moved to join the fight, but the battle between the two was so fierce, perfect, and overwhelming that even "Baek Ye-a" couldn't easily intervene.

Unlike "Baek Ye-a," who could see with "The Eyes," the other Exorcists could only tell that some kind of exchange was happening between the two by the sound of air being cut and the occasional sparks flying.

After a short but seemingly long time, Lee Hui-hyeon thrust his sword deep into Honwon's neck, and simultaneously, a dark red energy burst out, severing Honwon's head from his body.

Honwon's head, which had rolled on the ground several times, came to a stop in front of "Baek Ye-a."

Unable to speak due to his severed head, Honwon made a whistling sound toward "Baek Ye-a," but was then crushed into pieces under Lee Hui-hyeon's foot.

"What did he say?"

In response to Lee Hui-hyeon's question, "Baek Ye-a" shook his head and said:

"I couldn't hear anything."

***

After the commotion that occurred during "The Calling" ended, I was sent back home for now.

As for Hui-hyeon, he was called by the council, saying there were things they needed to check.

It was due to the advice of the Exorcists who had witnessed him demonstrating his skills without holding back, just as he had said he would no longer hide.

Normally, I would have been called in too for various investigations, but it seemed that with the more urgent matter of Hui-hyeon, my case was put aside for now.

Hui-hyeon probably deliberately drew attention to himself to prevent any trouble from coming my way.

I keep receiving help from Hui-hyeon, time and again.

After returning home, I sat in a chair and called out to my other self.

'Hey.'

'...'

'It's no use pretending to be asleep. Answer me.'

'I wasn't pretending to be asleep.'

I let out a light sigh before asking my other self:

'Besides, I heard everything.'

'What?'

'About how your main body is inside me... Honestly, there are quite a few things I want to confirm, but I'll let it slide for now. Hui-hyeon is the most important thing right now.'

'Oh? The most important thing is Hui-hyeon? That's cool.'

'Don't joke around. I'm not in the mood for jokes right now.'

I warned my other self and continued:

'What exactly was all that Honwon said?'

'What did he say?'

'Are you really asking because you don't know?'

After hearing my words, my other self was silent for a moment before saying:

'Alright, since you've heard this much, I suppose I can tell you this much.'

'If you know something, tell me everything. I need to know about Hui-hyeon.'

My other self made a sound like laughing and then said:

'Then let me start with what you're most curious about.'

Ch.137 - 1. A History Of Ancestors Stained With Blood (1)
The Human World Council.

A core institution of the Human World responsible for handling various complex matters, supporting Exorcists, and aiding marginalized groups at risk of losing public support—essentially managing the administrative affairs of the Human World.

It was a place that would efficiently extract the Human World's capabilities to fight against monsters until the very end, only to ultimately perish.

Of course, the monsters wouldn't leave such a crucial institution alone.

Lee Hui-hyeon was visiting the Human World Council again after a long time since his last visit with Baek Ye-a regarding Yu Ji-a's amnesty issue.

"Please surrender your weapons before entering."

"Yes."

Lee Hui-hyeon nodded obediently, handed over his sword, and followed the man.

Inside the building, people were bustling about, dealing with the aftermath of the incident that occurred during "The Calling."

Lee Hui-hyeon had been summoned to the Human World Council to be questioned about his actions during "The Calling."

Depending on how he answered, he could either face ruin or be accepted as an important figure in the Human World.

Lee Hui-hyeon had always known this day would come.

From the moment he decided to stop hiding, his visit here was inevitable.

It was just that Honwon's unexpected arrival had significantly accelerated the timeline.

Lee Hui-hyeon carefully considered what to say during the upcoming interrogation—the first in this lifetime.

<>

My other self showed me another hallucination.

In that place, my other self had some kind of physical form and was circling around, looking at me.

"Baek Ye-a, you don't know anything."

My other self suddenly began speaking, telling me I knew nothing.

To this, I nodded and replied, "That's right, I don't know anything."

"I thought you'd be angry, but that's unexpected."

"There's nothing shameful about not knowing something, is there? What's truly shameful is not admitting it. So what kind of relationship does Hui-hyeon have with the monsters? Why did Hui-hyeon have to hear those things from Honwon?"

After a moment of silence in response to my question, my other self spoke.

"Baek Ye-a, it took a really long time for me to be able to tell you these things."

"Is this related to why you couldn't tell me about the past last time?"

"Yes. I'd like to explain why, but... unfortunately, it's not the right time yet."

My other self created a chair out of thin air and sat down.

"But thanks to Honwon dropping various hints, I can tell you more now. Listen carefully to my story. This is connected to the shameful past of our ancestors."

My other self created another chair and offered it to me.

Soon, history began to unfold before my eyes.

The first thing I saw was a woman who resembled Hui-hyeon.

Black hair, eyes rimmed with red, wearing black clothes with red sleeves, and carrying a sword that looked like Hui-hyeon's awakened blade.

The woman was sobbing while repeatedly washing blood from her hands in a stream.

Saying she wanted to stop, that she didn't want to kill any more people.

As I watched her, my other self said, "That weak woman is Hui-hyeon's past life and ancestor, the previous Annihilator. She doesn't even have a name. She was just a tool."

"She seems too emotional to be just a tool."

I spoke sarcastically, expressing my distaste for how casually my other self referred to a human as a tool, but my other self either didn't notice or ignored it, continuing matter-of-factly.

"That's a side effect of the gods pursuing 'the perfect human' when creating the Annihilator. They wanted a tool with just enough emotion to willingly kill people using free will, but they also sought high virtue. The result was that unstable, pitiful woman."

Eventually, the woman finished washing off all the blood, cleaned her face with water, and made her expression cold again.

Her expressionless face looked so much like Hui-hyeon that I thought she would look exactly like him if he dressed as a woman.

"She really does look like Hui-hyeon the more I look at her."

When I remarked with slight admiration, my other self replied, "Because she's Hui-hyeon's past life and ancestor."

"But what does this woman have to do with Hui-hyeon's story?"

At my question, my other self looked at me with contempt and said, "Are you stupid? I'm showing you the story of Hui-hyeon's past life and ancestor, the previous Annihilator, and you think it's not related? You're really slow."

"..."

I had nothing to say in response to my other self's rebuke.

My other self was absolutely right.

Besides, if I complained about feeling offended, they might cancel the whole show.

A moment later, trying to make up for my foolish question, I asked my other self, "So Hui-hyeon clearly had some reason for turning to the human side, right?"

"Yes, I'm glad you can at least think that much."

...Should I really kill this one?

The "Annihilator" continued to achieve countless military exploits after that.

Even against the ancestors of Exorcists who had stolen the gods' power, the Annihilator did not falter.

The Annihilator achieved tremendous accomplishments and received enormous admiration from the Divine Palace and those who followed the gods.

As I watched the Annihilator's continued success, my other self spoke up.

"Do you know about the Origin Sermon?"

"Yes, of course I do. It's common knowledge."

The tale of how the Won-gak Cult once created a tradition where disciples would hold their master's hand while listening to sermons.

I remembered it clearly because I once tried to use this story to pass on the Path to Enlightenment to Hui-hyeon, only to be utterly humiliated.

"The protagonist of that story was the Annihilator."

"...What?"

As soon as those words were spoken, someone appeared before the Annihilator.

A man with silver hair, golden eyes, and a bright expression.

He was actually quite short, almost childlike in appearance.

He was "The Enlightened One."

'Come no closer. If you approach any further, I cannot guarantee your life.'

Despite the Annihilator threatening with a sword, the man strode forward and pressed his neck against the blade's tip.

Then, tilting his head, he spoke.

'For someone threatening to kill, I sense no killing intent from your blade. Rather, what I feel is pain. Child, what causes you such suffering?'

When the Annihilator attacked "The Enlightened One," he dodged as lightly as a child skipping before saying:

'Do you believe you can kill me with a sword so full of pain? Child, put away your blade for a moment and listen to my sermon.'

Afterward, "The Enlightened One" merely dodged the Annihilator's sword without attacking at all.

The sword fight that continued for days finally ended with the Annihilator becoming exhausted.

The Annihilator, breathing heavily from fatigue, asked:

'How...'

'Hmm?'

'How did you dodge all my attacks?'

To the Annihilator's question, "The Enlightened One" smiled and replied:

'Because your sword wished to be acknowledged.'

'My sword wished to be acknowledged...?'

'Yes, your sword told me that its master is filled with pain, and begged me to ease your suffering.'

Hearing "The Enlightened One's" words, the Annihilator scoffed:

'What nonsense...'

While the Annihilator hung her head low, "The Enlightened One" had somehow approached close enough to grasp her hand firmly and say:

'Child, don't you feel more at ease now that you haven't cut anything, compared to when you cut people?'

The Annihilator's face flushed with shame at the sudden situation of this man taking her hand.

'How dare you take my hand...!'

Though the flustered Annihilator tried to pull her hand away, applying force and struggling, her hand didn't move at all.

'Child, you have already been caught by me.'

The Annihilator continued trying to free her hand for a long time, but "The Enlightened One" maintained a very comfortable expression without the slightest movement.

Finally, exhausted once again, the Annihilator sighed.

The Annihilator spoke to "The Enlightened One" in a resigned tone:

'So am I your possession now? Do you intend to have me as other men do?'

Hearing the Annihilator's words, "The Enlightened One" shook his head and said:

'I possess nothing. Especially not if it's a person. Child, instead of becoming my possession, you must listen to my sermon and become my disciple.'

The Annihilator silently gazed at "The Enlightened One."

"...And so the Annihilator, who became 'The Enlightened One's' disciple, turned away from the gods' faction. After that, the Annihilator traveled around the world, supporting 'The Enlightened One.' Those they met during their travels listened to 'The Enlightened One's' sermons and promised each other to fight against the gods and create a better world. How do you think this promise ended?"
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The group that began with the first sermon of "The Enlightened One" had grown to become a force as vast as the clouds.

"I wish to serve you as my master. Please allow me to follow you."

"Come willingly. I shall gladly teach you."

Among those who gathered this way, five individuals clearly stood out.

"This world is not one where you can survive merely by being good at archery. Come willingly. I will teach you various ways to live."

"I stand before my master."

The first was Yuye, descendant of a wandering clan who had arrogantly challenged "The Enlightened One" to an archery contest, lost, and became his disciple.

"Do you think you're the only talented one in this world? If you come with me, your horizons will broaden. Come willingly. I shall teach you."

"Yes, Master. Please accept this unworthy one."

Then there was Baek Su-ye of the Baekri Clan, who had prided himself on mastering "divine movements" and was infinitely arrogant about his unmatched talent, until "The Enlightened One" personally showed him higher heights and took him as a disciple.

"Even if everyone died, you still remain. Come with me and first unburden yourself of hatred. Everything else comes after that."

"..."

Jin A-rang of the Jinrang Clan, who was filled with hatred for the entire world after his clan was exploited and annihilated, but was shown new possibilities and taken as a disciple.

"I stand before a true master. Please accept me as your disciple."

"Yes, come willingly."

Jeon Yun-hwa of the Jeon Clan, who sought true teachings and voluntarily became a disciple.

And the first to become a disciple, the Destroyer.

They were individuals who excelled in every field, and this structure was similar to the five disciples I knew.

"Save yourselves from those who would make you slaves! Enlightenment shall destroy demons!"

Before long, "The Enlightened One's" group stopped calling gods by the name "god" and instead called them "demons."

No one could stand against the group of "The Enlightened One," the Destroyer, and the most outstanding humans.

They were perfect as master and disciples, as brothers, and as family.

They received "The Enlightened One's" teachings whenever time allowed, and they fought.

Victory seemed exceedingly clear if they continued this way.

"This is how humans gained an overwhelming advantage when 'The Enlightened One' suddenly appeared one day and the Destroyer turned away from the gods. Some gods debased themselves to the level of beasts to submit to humans... and they became what we now call Divine Beasts."

"But seeing Baek Su-ye getting beaten by 'The Enlightened One' after bragging about mastering divine movements suggests this had happened before."

"That's right, not all gods shared the same intentions."

Yes, otherwise the words of the hawk Divine Beast who had imprisoned me in my heart wouldn't make sense.

"So the reason Honwon said the Destroyer defected is because he became 'The Enlightened One's' disciple and turned against the gods?"

"Exactly, and they'll soon learn that the true battle hasn't even begun yet."

From my other self's words, I seemed to understand what he was hinting at.

That was...

"...The Unkillable."

"Yes, it hasn't appeared yet."

My other self stood up from the chair and strode forward.

"Having lost the Destroyer, their trump card, due to failing to understand human hearts, the gods were pushed back until one day, the last god died."

The Destroyer, wielding a sword surrounded by crimson energy, advanced and beheaded the fallen god who was gasping for breath.

At that moment, a terrible scream echoed throughout the world.

"Those who followed the gods, having lost all the deities they worshipped, vowed revenge. An eternal vengeance that would never fade no matter how much time passed, continuing through generations of descendants."

Eventually, a foundation emerged, and all the grudges and fragments left by the dying gods began to form an ominous shape.

That was The Unkillable.

"Then the reason The Unkillable came into existence..."

"In a sense, it was humanity's fault."

Where my other self pointed, I could see people suffering as they shed their human skin and transformed into monsters and demons.

"Are they changing like that because they created The Unkillable?"

To my question, my other self shook his head and said:

"No, they aren't being forced to change like that. They're changing because they want to."

Meanwhile, several masses gathered together to create new forms.

Among them were shapes I recognized.

"During this time, those of higher rank could maintain their appearance, but their eyes turned red with the color of gods, and their essence became twisted all the same. This was their final revenge and the retribution that continues to this day."

My other self continued speaking quite calmly.

"This is the truth. The Destroyer's defection, the consequent demise of the gods, the Divine Palace's vow of revenge, and The Unkillable created as a result. Could there be a more cruel truth than this?"

With a trembling voice, I asked my other self:

"So what happened to 'The Enlightened One' and his disciples?"

"What followed is similar to what history books say, but his final moments were different from what everyone knows."

My other self showed me a scene.

"The Enlightened One" cornered with his disciples surrounding him, followed by an attack.

What I saw through my other self was the disciples "hunting" "The Enlightened One."

"What on earth is this..."

"Ungh..."

As I opened my mouth slightly to say something, my other self suddenly groaned.

Eventually, the hallucination faded, and I found myself back home.

"What? Why did you stop showing me?"

"I'd like to show you more, but it seems this is as far as I can go."

When I asked sincerely, my other self replied:

"I told you. There are limits to what I can reveal."

"Then can you tell me just one thing?"

"What?"

"I noticed that 'The Enlightened One's' eye and hair color were exactly the same as mine. Could there be a connection between us?"

"Such as?"

At my other self's question, I thought for a moment before saying:

"Such as... my past life."

"That's quite an interesting hypothesis. To be precise, I don't know."

"You don't know?"

"I don't know everything."

"So how can you show me the rest?"

To my question, my other self thought for a moment and said:

"Well, try talking to Honwon the next time you meet him. You might learn something more."

---

It was evening when Lee Hui-hyeon came out of the Human World Council.

Having said everything he could, Hui-hyeon soon received orders from the Council not to leave the vicinity of Yegak Academy.

Since Hui-hyeon had no intention of leaving the academy area unless a problem arose, he readily accepted.

As Hui-hyeon stood in front of the Human World Council, someone approached him.

A woman with deep blue hair, gray eyes, and a cloak emblazoned with a bow and arrow emblem worn over a wide-skirted dress.

It was none other than Huye Jin.

"Mr. Hui-hyeon."

"Jin."

The two called each other's names.

Then Huye Jin said to Hui-hyeon:

"I heard about it. You were summoned to the Human World Council because of what happened during 'The Calling'?"

"Yes, that's right. Have you been waiting all this time?"

At Hui-hyeon's question, Huye Jin nodded and said:

"Yes, I've been waiting. I have something important to tell you."

"It doesn't seem like something we can discuss here."

"No, I suppose not."

Huye Jin smiled at Hui-hyeon and said:

"If it's alright with you, could we talk at a nearby teahouse? That is, if you have time."

After thinking for a moment, Hui-hyeon soon replied to Huye Jin:

"Let's do that."

Following Huye Jin into the teahouse, Hui-hyeon sat down across from her.

Once seated, Huye Jin said to Hui-hyeon:

"Ye-a is very precious to you, isn't she?"

"Yes."

Seeing him answer without hesitation, Huye Jin gave a slightly bitter smile and said:

"Actually, I received a request for help from In-hwa."

"From Jeon In-hwa? What kind of help did she ask for?"

When Hui-hyeon spoke with slight wariness, Huye Jin replied:

"She asked me to help isolate Ye-a from exorcist society. She said someone who received a deferment from 'The Calling' couldn't possibly be a normal human..."

"Ye-a is an ordinary person."

At Hui-hyeon's words, Huye Jin nodded and said:

"Yes, of course she is. That's why I refused."

Hui-hyeon felt slightly relieved at Huye Jin's words.

"So why did you call me here to tell me this?"

"Just to warn you to be careful of In-hwa. Above all, Ye-a and I were once comrades who faced life and death together."

"Is that really all?"

At Hui-hyeon's question, Huye Jin looked at him.

Then, as if giving in, she smiled and said:

"I guess it shows, doesn't it? You're right. I wanted to see you after a long time while also delivering this message. You always say you're too busy whenever I try to make plans."

After hearing Huye Jin's words, Hui-hyeon took a sip of tea and said:

"I like Ye-a."

Huye Jin's hand, which was reaching for her teacup, paused at Hui-hyeon's words.

"And that won't change no matter how much time passes. I'm sorry."

"...It's alright. I already knew that much. But hearing it directly like this makes it very sad."

Huye Jin forced a smile as she spoke.
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In the distant past.

A wounded Destroyer wandered aimlessly.

The wandering Destroyer's eyes had become infinitely empty, and his mouth was always muttering something.

"Why... Just why... Why..."

As he muttered like that, someone suddenly appeared before the Destroyer.

At first, the Destroyer didn't even care what it was, but when "it" kept staring at him intently, he reluctantly turned his gaze to look at "it."

"It" was a naked girl with red eyes.

"Red eyes? But... different. You're not a demon. Then are you a god?"

At the Destroyer's words, "it" tilted its head and said:

"Demon? God? What's that? I, I followed an energy similar to mine. And then I found you. What are you? Are you similar to me?"

At "it's" words, the Destroyer quietly looked at "it" and soon realized that what he thought "it" was—it was neither god nor demon.

It was too noble to be a demon, yet too base to be a god.

"It" was like the remnants of an unfinished god.

In other words, it was something that had naturally emerged from somewhere when the Unkillable came into this world.

The moment he saw "it," the Destroyer—who had once served gods, opposed humans, and been betrayed—felt pain and helplessness at the miserable downfall of the gods he had served.

After all, there was nothing the Destroyer could do for "it," which looked at him, its enemy, as if he were its parent.

"Hey."

"...I am."

When "it" spoke to him, the Destroyer closed his eyes tightly and then opened them again before speaking.

"I am indeed similar to you."

"...I see! You look bigger and stronger than me. What should I call myself?"

"You don't have a name?"

At the Destroyer's question, "it" nodded and said:

"Yes, I've been alone since birth. I noticed everyone has a name. Whether it's a name used alone or shared by everyone, they all had names to be called by. So will you give me a name too?"

At "it's" words, the Destroyer thought.

A being that once shone brilliantly (華) has now sunk into endlessly deep waters (奫), so let's name it Hwayun (華奫).

"Your name is Hwayun."

"...Hwayun?"

"Yes, so I look forward to our relationship, Hwayun."

"...Yes!"

That was the beginning of what would become a long and tenacious bond between Hwayun and the Destroyer.

<>

"Welcome back, Destroyer. I, Hwayun, have been waiting for you!"

Hwayun, in the form of an exorcist girl, was crouching by the door with what appeared to be a bag of snacks, greeting Lee Hui-hyeon.

Seeing something familiar in Hwayun's behavior, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"Hwayun, you're starting to act more and more like Ye-a."

"Who? Me? No! How dare you compare me to such a human! I, Hwayun, would never imitate that woman's actions...!"

As Hwayun was about to ramble on, she immediately closed her mouth when Lee Hui-hyeon put a finger to his lips.

"Take it easy. Let's talk inside."

"Yes! Please go in first. I'll follow behind!"

Lee Hui-hyeon clicked his tongue at Hwayun's exaggerated behavior and entered the room.

"This room is always so nice! It makes me both happy and sad to see how much you've grown, Destroyer, keeping your room so clean that I no longer need to help tidy up like I used to..."

As Hwayun pretended to wipe away tears, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"Hwayun, I don't think you came all this way to reminisce about the past. Did you find out what I asked about?"

"Ah, I haven't yet found a way to separate Baek Ye-a from the demon."

Well, Lee Hui-hyeon couldn't expect Hwayun to find a solution quickly for something he himself had never experienced.

So he mentioned what he suspected was the real reason for her visit.

"Then you came to tell me about Honwon?"

"Yes! Oh, but how did you know?"

"I was already being followed."

"How did you handle it?! How dare someone follow the Destroyer! This is outrageous...!"

As Hwayun began to get excited, Lee Hui-hyeon quietly looked at her.

Calming herself down, Hwayun asked:

"So how did you handle it? You didn't kill them, did you?"

"Of course I didn't. I just interrogated them a bit and let them go."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun nodded and said:

"Well done, Destroyer. And I'm truly relieved that nothing happened to you."

Watching Hwayun's reaction, Lee Hui-hyeon felt slightly uneasy.

Could she really not know?

"Hwayun, is that all you know?"

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"I fought with Honwon once."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun showed a surprised expression and said:

"What? You've already fought once?"

"That's surprising. I thought you already knew."

"I've been using up a lot of 'Eyes' lately looking for various methods. But more importantly, I can't believe such a thing happened. Now that we're on the subject, to completely eliminate such gaps, we should connect..."

Seeing that she was about to go on at length, Lee Hui-hyeon once again silently stared at Hwayun.

"...that's not a good idea, is it?"

"It's more than 'not a good idea.' If you bring that up one more time, I'll rip out your tongue."

"Anyway, I can't believe there was such a confrontation. I, Hwayun, have made a grave oversight! I knew Honwon was on the move, but I didn't realize to what extent... I'll place plenty of 'Eyes' around this area."

"Do as you see fit."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun now showed him the bag of snacks she had brought and said:

"By the way, Destroyer, aren't you hungry? Let's have some snacks together. I tried one earlier and it's really delicious!"

"Do as you please. The table is inside, where I kept you locked up last time."

"Ah, of course I remember. Please wait a moment, Destroyer. I'll set the table like old times."

A little while later, Hwayun and Lee Hui-hyeon sat silently with the snack table between them.

Lee Hui-hyeon quietly ate the snacks while Hwayun sipped her tea, watching him cautiously.

Since Hwayun had prepared this snack table partly to resolve the lingering resentment from past events with Lee Hui-hyeon, she thought it wouldn't be good to let the time pass in silence, so she said:

"It feels like it's been so long since we ate something together like this! Destroyer was always so easy to feed because you'd eat anything without being picky! Do you remember? That time when Hiyeon tricked me by giving me a raw egg saying it was boiled, and you tried to crack it against your head to make it easier for me to eat, and the egg dripped all over..."

"Hwayun."

"Yes?"

"Let's just eat quietly."

"Yes."

And so the two ate their snacks without speaking another word until they were finished.

"That was really delicious! How about we have moments like this more often? I'll bring especially tasty snacks next time too!"

As Hwayun waited for an answer, Lee Hui-hyeon remained silent for a while before speaking.

"Hwayun."

"Yes, Destroyer."

"From now on, if you have something to report, unless it's something you absolutely must tell me face to face, use the Gasaengi I gave you before."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun froze for a moment before saying:

"...Why?"

"Because if I keep seeing your face, I might end up forgiving you."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun lowered her head.

Lee Hui-hyeon thought he might have hurt her feelings, but it was quite the opposite.

Hwayun was trying to suppress the smile that was forming at the corners of her mouth.

It was evidence that Lee Hui-hyeon's hatred, which had remained unwavering and undiminished until now, was gradually softening.

And when she raised her head again, Hwayun wore a sad expression.

"I see. If that's the reason, I'll report through the Gasaengi for the time being, Destroyer."

"Do that. It'll be more convenient for you too."

"Yes, Destroyer. Then I'll be going now."

After parting with Lee Hui-hyeon, Hwayun smiled as she descended the stairs, but soon felt her mood sink.

She was happy to see Lee Hui-hyeon much less sharp-edged than before, but it was clear that "that woman" still influenced his actions.

Despite her "past actions," the only reason Hwayun could stay by Lee Hui-hyeon's side was because he needed her due to matters concerning "that woman."

She wondered if the Destroyer would still seek her out once he decided her usefulness had ended and he no longer needed her.

But Hwayun knew.

She knew that even if Lee Hui-hyeon killed the Unkillable, he would ultimately regress.

And as he continued to regress, regress, and regress again, eventually his hatred for Hwayun, the past events, and his futile vow to protect the Human World and humanity would all erode away, and he would have no choice but to purify the Human World together with her.

For that to happen, the one thing that Lee Hui-hyeon couldn't let go of despite countless regressions needed to disappear from this world forever.

That was...

"Baek Ye-a."

Hwayun muttered quietly with hatred.

"Indeed, Baek Ye-a must disappear from this world forever. So that she can never return, no matter how many regressions occur."

Hwayun vanished when no one was looking.
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"...so you're saying we should work together, Honwon?"

Jeong-hwa was staring at the man before him with a rigid expression. The man was a subordinate of 'Baek Ye-a'.

After hearing Jeong-hwa's words, Honwon nodded and replied.

"Yes, just as you've heard. I'm quite generous, so even if I gain more merit, I'll share it fairly and treat you all well. What do you think?"

Jeong-hwa looked at the man who was grinning at him with a disgruntled expression.

The faction was already in disarray due to the sudden disappearance of 'Baek Ye-a', and now this unpredictable madman had come proposing they attack the Human World together.

They were already in the midst of planning a full-scale attack on Myeongju, and with 'Baek Ye-a' suddenly gone, there was no way they would carelessly join forces with a powerful greater demon, no matter how strong he might be.

Especially if that powerful greater demon was an untrustworthy madman.

Jeong-hwa let out a light sigh and said, "Honwon. I've heard you lack principles, but this time you've gone too far. Right now, our master is absent. No matter how I look at it, coming here and proposing to attack the Human World together with the promise of 'good treatment' sounds like you're trying to take advantage of a faction without its leader."

Hearing Jeong-hwa's words, Honwon burst into laughter.

Jeong-hwa didn't hide his displeasure and asked, "Why are you laughing?"

"Well, it's funny to hear someone who doesn't even know where their master is now talking about loyalty."

Jeong-hwa responded to Honwon's words, "What? Are you saying you know where our master is?"

"Of course I do. Your master is currently trapped inside a human's body. And the one who did it was Cheongdam."

The moment Cheongdam's name left Honwon's lips, Jeong-hwa frowned and said, "That Cheongdam? Hard to believe. Especially information coming from someone like you. Do you have any credible evidence?"

"I don't have evidence right now. But can't you just send someone trustworthy among you to verify it with me? And look at this."

Honwon showed his neck to Jeong-hwa.

When he pulled back his disguise, there was a horrific wound that looked like it had been severed not too long ago.

"That wound..."

"It's from fighting the Destroyer. And before that, I met your master."

"Our master...?"

"Trapped in some human's body, receiving 'The Calling'. They were mimicking our customs in a ridiculous way, so I killed them all."

In fact, this was the reason Honwon had massacred those conducting 'The Calling'.

Initially, Honwon had moved out of curiosity about what kind of sinner both the Destroyer and Cheongdam were interested in.

But when he followed the trail by chance, he found 'Baek Ye-a' inside that sinner's body, and coincidentally, a ceremony that irritated Honwon was taking place.

So he killed everyone and proposed the Night Parade of a Hundred Demons to 'Baek Ye-a'.

He just added a believable story because 'Baek Ye-a' didn't believe his reasons.

"I didn't know they were still doing such things. Well, I suppose that's the only way they could identify us."

"So you understand?"

At Honwon's question, Jeong-hwa twisted his expression as if he'd bitten into a rotten worm and said, "Honwon, don't presume. I might just end this conversation."

"...I apologize. If that wasn't your meaning."

When Honwon apologized readily, Jeong-hwa spoke to him in a softened tone.

"By the way, showing your wound so casually. There are many who are after you, is it wise to reveal it so freely?"

"I am Honwon. I've been in worse situations before. Every time, there were those who saw it as an opportunity to attack me, but each time, I was the one who survived."

"I suppose that's true."

Seeing the wound on Honwon's neck and seemingly believing him to some extent, Jeong-hwa asked, "Then where is our master now?"

Honwon smiled and replied, "If I give information, naturally I should receive something in return, shouldn't I?"

"What do you want?"

Honwon, thinking it was time to get to the main point, said to Jeong-hwa, "If you won't join me, let's compromise on quantity. Hand over the most worthless ones among you. Then I'll give you the information on where Baek Ye is."

After hearing Honwon's words, Jeong-hwa pondered for a moment.

Even though he had full authority in 'Baek Ye-a's absence, could he just hand over personnel as he pleased?

But if doing this could bring 'Baek Ye-a' back, it would be much more beneficial, so Jeong-hwa said to Honwon, "I accept. But only if the information is true, I'll give you five hundred of us."

Five hundred.

After a brief consideration, Honwon accepted.

"Fine. The number is a bit disappointing, but even that many will be useful somewhere."

"So where is our Lord?"

"Baek Ye is in the body of a sinner named Baek Ye-a who lives near Yegak Academy."

"Good, I'll send one of us to verify, and then I'll give you the five hundred."

"Yes, I'll wait."

Honwon smiled at Jeong-hwa.

<>

Thanks to Hui-hyeon covering for me after 'The Calling', I was allowed to return home, but soon I had to go around for various investigations to the point where I couldn't attend school.

Fortunately, they didn't seem to have any strange misunderstandings about me.

They were just asking about what had happened then and what conversation had taken place between Hui-hyeon and the demon.

They also investigated me briefly, and although everyone conducting 'The Calling' had been massacred, the documentation of the process remained, so there was a thorough document review.

And the result was a tentative hold.

Damn it.

It's not like they're trying to drain my blood and kill me, but I wish they'd just make a clear decision.

And finally, after a long investigation, I was able to return to school.

The path to school was extremely chaotic.

People in every house along the way were burning talismans or painting their doors with animal blood they had obtained from somewhere.

Of course, in a world where supernatural phenomena threaten humans, these were effective methods, but that scene was also a sign that people's faith in the Divine Sandalwood Tree's barrier, which had been central to their lives until now, was beginning to collapse.

To see something that should only appear in the middle of the story showing up so early—things were progressing too quickly.

When I entered the classroom after a long time and students began arriving one by one, somehow the way they looked at me was strange.

I'm not unaware of the reason.

Clearly, strange things had happened around me, so the other kids were wary of me.

But it was okay.

At least they weren't openly calling me a vessel or suddenly kidnapping me to kill me.

A few strange looks would resolve themselves with time.

*You're unnecessarily optimistic.*

Ignoring my other self's comment, I took out a book from my bag and pretended to read to avoid the children's gazes.

I could have pretended to sleep with my head down, but that would have looked too pathetic.

How long had I been reading like that? A friendly greeting came from across the room.

"Hello! It's been so long, Ye-a!"

Looking up, sure enough, Yu-na was greeting me with a bright smile as if nothing had happened.

"Hi, Yu-na."

"Hi!"

Before going up, Yu-na stopped and stared at me intently.

"What's wrong, Yu-na?"

At my question, Yu-na smiled and said, "Ye-a, would you like to go out and talk for a bit?"

"Now?"

"Yes! The timing is fine."

I checked the time behind me briefly, then nodded to Yu-na and said, "Okay."

So I followed Yu-na outside, and once we were out, she said, "Ye-a, I heard what happened. You've been through a lot, haven't you?"

Yes, I've been through so much. It's really hard.

Unable to say that, I smiled at Yu-na and said, "Oh, it was nothing. You must have had a hard time with me, the Team Leader, being absent. I'm sorry."

In response to my apology, Yu-na waved her hand and said, "No, we managed fine on our own. So you don't need to feel too sorry. You've been through a lot yourself, Ye-a."

After a brief pause, I asked Yu-na, "So why did you want to see me out here?"

"Ye-a, what I want to tell you is..."

Just as Yu-na was about to say something, someone approached.

And as I turned to look, there was a slap! sound and my face turned.

"What are you doing?!" Yu-na shouted in surprise at the scene.

As the ringing in my ears subsided, I turned to look at the person who had hit me.

The person who had slapped me was none other than Jeon In-hwa.

"What the hell is this about?" I asked, maintaining a cool expression.

Jeon In-hwa, looking somewhat upset and angry, said, "Baek Ye-a, if you take someone else's belongings without permission, don't you think you deserve at least a slap?"

I snorted and then punched Jeon In-hwa in the face.
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Jeon In-hwa, who had just been punched by me, looked at me as if she couldn't believe I'd actually hit her.

"Baek Ye-a, what is this... Eek!"

Something about her expression made me even angrier, so I hit Jeon In-hwa again.

After that, I think I just kept hitting her.

With all the stress that had been piling up from everything that had happened so far, this was literally like getting slapped when I was already on the verge of tears.

Even as I was hitting her, I didn't feel any remorse toward Jeon In-hwa.

She had tried to kill me, so this much was actually me being lenient.

As I continued to hit and kick her one after another while she lay on the ground, I realized this must be the first time she'd been properly beaten up. She just took the blows as I delivered them, only trying to protect her vital spots.

"Ye-a! Stop it!"

Yu-na, who had been watching the brutal scene in a daze, finally seemed to come to her senses and pulled me away by wrapping her arms around me from behind.

I would have stopped if she'd just asked me to, without needing to physically restrain me.

After being separated from Jeon In-hwa, I took a deep breath and met her gaze. She was still glaring at me with undiminished intensity in her eyes.

"..."

When I tried to kick her again, Yu-na held me back with her whole body.

"Control yourself, Ye-a. If you hit her anymore, you'll be in trouble!"

"Okay, okay. I'll stop. So let me go."

"My stone tablet."

"Huh?"

As I was trying to get Yu-na to release me, Jeon In-hwa spoke to me.

"You took my stone tablet, didn't you? Give it back."

If she had spoken like this from the beginning, she wouldn't have gotten beaten up.

But I had absolutely no intention of returning it, so I said to Jeon In-hwa:

"I never touched your stone tablet."

"Don't lie! That day, clearly..."

Jeon In-hwa, who was about to continue speaking, stopped when she saw Yu-na standing next to me.

"...Anyway, give it back. It's my family's heirloom."

"I told you, I don't know anything about it. Why would you look for your family heirloom with me in the first place? We're not even close enough for me to have seen something like that."

As I continued to play dumb, Jeon In-hwa glared at me with fierce eyes.

The same eyes she used to glare at enemies in the game.

Of course, it wasn't scary at all since she looked like a dust-covered puppy after getting beaten up by me.

"Anyway, we were in the middle of a conversation. Let's talk later, okay? Come on, Yu-na."

After dismissing Jeon In-hwa, I turned to Yu-na.

"Is it okay to leave her like that? She seems to have been hit pretty badly..."

True to her kind nature, Yu-na seemed slightly worried about Jeon In-hwa, but I shrugged and said:

"She's an Exorcist, isn't she? She'll be fine."

"No, I mean you. I'm worried this might cause problems for you later."

It seemed Yu-na was actually worried about me, not Jeon In-hwa.

I misunderstood again.

"It's fine. Whatever happens will happen to me, not you, Yu-na. Let's just continue our conversation."

"Okay..."

As we were about to move elsewhere, Jeon In-hwa, who had been sitting on the ground clutching the earth, staggered to her feet and called my name.

"Baek Ye-a."

"What?"

"Don't think I'll let this go. I will never forget what happened today."

"Oh, is that so?"

I openly mocked Jeon In-hwa before saying:

"Do whatever you want. We're already on the worst terms possible, so what difference does one more thing make? Bitch."

"Bitch?"

Yu-na muttered beside me, but I continued speaking to Jeon In-hwa.

"So please, let's not get involved with each other anymore. You know why better than anyone, right? If you try this one more time, I'll spread everything."

I walked away from Jeon In-hwa, feeling deeply exhausted.

"I'm sorry for showing you such an ugly side of me earlier."

Once Yu-na and I were alone, I immediately apologized to her.

No matter how stressed I was or that I'd been slapped by Jeon In-hwa who caused it, my behavior was savage enough to frighten anyone watching.

Yu-na waved her hand dismissively and said:

"It's okay, you've been going through a lot lately. These things happen. Besides, she was the one who slapped you first and accused you of being a thief. Jeon In-hwa was way out of line."

Yu-na, about that... she's actually right.

But there was no way I could tell Yu-na that, so I just smiled at her.

"So what did you want to tell me?"

When I asked Yu-na, she looked at me thoughtfully and said:

"Ye-a, I want you to know that what I'm about to say isn't meant to undermine your dignity or make light of you in any way."

Yu-na asked for my understanding before bringing up whatever she wanted to say.

"Of course. If it were someone else, I might wonder, but I know you'd never do that to me. Speak freely."

Even after hearing my words, Yu-na seemed to be choosing her words carefully, fidgeting with her fingers before finally speaking.

"Ye-a, would you consider joining the Cheonghwa Clan?"

"...Huh?"

Caught off guard by her sudden question, I struggled to find words before finally managing to say:

"So suddenly? Yu-na, don't you lack the authority to bring someone into your clan?"

Yu-na responded as if she had anticipated my reaction:

"That's right, I don't have the authority to accept someone as a clan member. More precisely, I'm asking if you'd like to become an honored guest of the Jeong family within the Cheonghwa Clan that I belong to."

Honored guest.

A precious visitor.

In the world of Killing the Unkillable, which had hospitality customs similar to the real world, becoming an honored guest of a family or clan meant receiving their protection.

Yu-na asking me to become an honored guest of the Jeong family within the Cheonghwa Clan meant she wanted to protect me.

But I hate to say this—there was a clear difference in status between Yu-na's group and mine.

Yu-na must know this...

"Yu-na, I'm a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan."

"I know. Ye-a is a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan."

"As you know, the Baek Clan is a great exorcist family. For me, a Successor Candidate of a great exorcist family, to be protected by you rather than me protecting you..."

"That's true. But your family isn't protecting you, are they?"

Yu-na spoke to me without hesitation.

"With everything you're going through, what has the Baek Clan done for you? At most, they've given you the right to wear their emblem on your cloak and the empty title of Successor Candidate. Tell me if I'm wrong, Ye-a. I'll apologize if I am."

I couldn't say anything in response to Yu-na's words.

She wasn't exactly wrong.

Taking my silence as confirmation, Yu-na continued:

"But I'm different. I can actually protect you. Even though the Jeong family is a minor branch within the Cheonghwa Clan, I am the head and representative of the Jeong family. That means if anything happens, I can file petitions or take other actions."

"...What? You're the family head?"

Even during the blessing ceremony, she had mentioned being a representative, but I thought she was just representing her family. I couldn't help but ask Yu-na.

"That's right, I'm the family head. But that's not important right now. What's important is my offer. Ye-a, you don't have any protection right now. Your family, which should be protecting you, isn't doing anything. But if you become an honored guest of our Jeong family, at least minor groups won't dare touch you."

Yu-na's words resonated deeply with me.

I could feel that she was genuinely concerned about me.

It seemed like it would be enjoyable to be an honored guest of the Jeong family, helping Yu-na with her work sometimes, receiving help other times, and supporting each other.

"No, Yu-na. It's okay. Thank you, but I'll just accept your kind intentions."

But I had to decline Yu-na's offer.

Yu-na then asked me:

"Was it too sudden? Do you need time to think about it?"

"No, it's not that. I'm really grateful, truly grateful, but I'll just accept your kind intentions."

After hearing my words, Yu-na smiled at me and said:

"I understand. I guess there's too much of a status difference between our families for you to become an honored guest."

"It's not because of the status difference."

"Then why? Is there something you're worried about?"

"Yes."

"What is it?"

"You."

"Huh?"

"And all the other kids."

I looked up at the sky as I spoke to Yu-na.

"Yu-na, I'm too dangerous to be accepted as an honored guest."

"I've already considered all of that when making this offer. I didn't make this decision lightly. If that's what you're worried about, you don't need to be concerned."

Yu-na was truly an angel.

She was such a good person that she was willing to accept any loss for my sake, even though I rarely spoke openly about my problems.

Could I continue to hide things about myself from someone like Yu-na?

"Ye-a?"

When I didn't respond, Yu-na called my name.

I looked at Yu-na and said:

"Yu-na, the truth is, I'm a transmigrator."
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"...Ye-a, what did you say?"

Yuna looked at me with a slightly dazed expression.

"Ahaha... Sorry, I didn't hear you properly. Could you say that again?"

Just as I was about to tell Yuna again that I was a transmigrator, I felt like I was losing control of my body.

*This stupid girl. I was just listening quietly while you talked, but what on earth are you saying? Are you crazy?*

The other me, who had been quiet during our conversation, scolded me.

*What are you doing? Can't you see I'm having an important conversation here?*

*"What are you doing?" That's what I should be asking. What did you hear when I spoke to you last time? Wait a moment. I'll fix this.*

*There's no need to fix anything. I've already made up my mind to tell her. So give me back control of my body!*

I struggled to regain control of my body, but unlike before, I couldn't easily take back control.

*Even if Yuna is being nice to you right now, it's because she believes you're not a transmigrator. Yuna is a traditionalist and a conservative. Just be quiet and stay still. I'll handle this. I told you before that nothing is certain!*

*But if we talk to her...*

*Just stay quiet.*

"Ye-a...?"

As Yuna called out to me cautiously, my other self spoke.

"What I meant is that I might as well be a transmigrator in my current state."

"What does that mean?"

In response to Yuna's question, my other self looked at her and said:

"I've already received 'The Calling' twice, and both times it was put on hold. And the last time, everyone ended up dead. So how do you think others see me?"

Hearing my other self's words, Yuna's expression showed slight relief as she spoke.

"I see. Really... you scared me there."

"So not only would the Cheonghwa Clan be reluctant to accept me as an honored guest, but it would also negatively affect you, Yuna. So I'll remember your offer and accept your kindness. Thank you so much, Yuna."

"Well, I don't mind, but if that's how you feel, I can't force you. But if you change your mind, just let me know. The doors of our Jeong family are always open to you. Understand?"

"Yes, thank you Yuna. Really."

After smiling at me for a moment, Yuna suddenly seemed to remember something.

"Oh, class is about to start soon. Let's head back to the classroom."

"Okay."

As I followed behind Yuna who was walking ahead, I felt control of my body returning to me.

*I'll say it again, nothing is certain. So don't do anything unnecessary.*

Along with the warning from my other self.

<>

The Interior of the Human World Council was bustling with preparations for defensive measures due to Honwon's announcement of the Night Parade of a Hundred Demons.

Personnel from exorcist families staying in various regions had come up, and even other regional clans had dispatched necessary members to the vicinity of Yegak Academy.

And amid all this activity across the Human World, Lee Hui-hyeon was facing a woman within the Human World Council.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, born in 983, 17 years old, male."

The woman sitting across from Lee Hui-hyeon recited his identity.

"And a descendant of 'The Destroyer,' one of the five most outstanding disciples of 'The Enlightened One' from the past. Correct?"

Lee Hui-hyeon nodded and replied:

"Yes, that's correct."

"You're not going to ask how I know this?"

"As the head of the Huye Clan branch and a Councilor of the Exorcist Committee, you would naturally have the authority to look through old records."

"Hmm."

The woman smiled at Lee Hui-hyeon's response.

The woman Lee Hui-hyeon was facing was Huye Ji-hyeon, the head of the Huye Clan branch.

She was someone that anyone seeking to resolve the situation with the help of the Human World Council would inevitably meet.

Therefore, Lee Hui-hyeon considered Huye Ji-hyeon an important figure.

She was someone who knew information that other Exorcists couldn't easily access and made plans based on that information—in a sense, she was working alongside Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a to save the world.

"I see. So descendants still remain. Then is this the succession line? Lord Huye Jin, Jeon In-hwa, Jin Seo-yeon, Baek Ye-na, and you, Lee Hui-hyeon."

"Baek Ye-na is not a successor."

"But she's the closest to being one."

"But there's also Baek Ye-a, isn't there?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Huye Ji-hyeon looked at him and said:

"Baek Ye-a is currently under the suspicious gaze of the Human World Council's Exorcist Committee. Although having golden eyes is a rare trait, it's not something completely unheard of in the Human World."

Lee Hui-hyeon's expression stiffened slightly at Huye Ji-hyeon's words, but she didn't notice and pushed aside some documents before looking at him and saying:

"Lee Hui-hyeon, descendant of The Destroyer. Do you know why I asked to see you personally?"

Of course, Lee Hui-hyeon knew the reason.

But pretending not to know, he said to Huye Ji-hyeon:

"No, I don't know."

"I thought you might know something since you've been making such sharp inquiries."

At Huye Ji-hyeon's probing words, Lee Hui-hyeon smiled and said:

"I don't have the ability to read people's minds."

"That makes you even more suspicious. Huh, but I won't pry. That's not what I want to talk about right now."

Huye Ji-hyeon picked up a document from the opposite side of the ones she had pushed away and slid it toward Lee Hui-hyeon.

Lee Hui-hyeon picked up the document that had slid across the table and looked at Huye Ji-hyeon questioningly.

"Take a look. It'll be easier to understand as we talk."

Lee Hui-hyeon silently opened the document Huye Ji-hyeon had handed him.

As expected, it contained a strategic deployment map.

After looking at it briefly, Lee Hui-hyeon soon said to Huye Ji-hyeon:

"This is an operation map for the Great Night Parade of a Hundred Demons."

"Yes, there are records of Honwon executing a large-scale Night Parade of a Hundred Demons during the Second Great Human-Demon War, so the Human World Council's talents worked day and night to create this operation map based on that. Can you guess why I'm showing this to you?"

Lee Hui-hyeon closed the document and looked at Huye Ji-hyeon, saying:

"I assume you have a special request for me in this operation."

Huye Ji-hyeon nodded and said:

"That's right. It's painful to say this as an Exorcist, but we Exorcists have been growing weaker over the years. Although there are still strong Exorcists like Lord Huye Jin from the main family or the successors of other great exorcist families, war is not something you fight alone."

Huye Ji-hyeon paused slightly before getting to the main point.

"But you're different. I hear you not only fought Honwon alone and survived, but even managed to behead him?"

At Huye Ji-hyeon's words, Lee Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"Yes, that's right."

"Yes, I already knew from the interrogation records, but it feels different hearing it directly from you."

Lee Hui-hyeon looked down at the document and then back at Huye Ji-hyeon, saying:

"So you're planning to assign me the role of dealing with Honwon."

"That's right. We can somehow handle the other ghosts and demons around, but ultimately what matters is the head. Can you do it for us?"

At Huye Ji-hyeon's words, Lee Hui-hyeon bowed his head, pretending to consider it.

Then he raised his head again and spoke.

"In that case, I have a condition."

Normally, killing ghosts was considered a natural duty for an Exorcist.

Normally, setting conditions for killing ghosts would be considered unbecoming of an Exorcist.

But the woman before Lee Hui-hyeon, Huye Ji-hyeon, was a flexible person befitting her position as the head of the Huye Clan branch, and so she said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"Let's hear it."

"I don't know if you're aware, but I have a concern."

"A concern?"

"Yes."

Lee Hui-hyeon tapped his fingers on the table as he spoke.

"Someone very precious to me is suffering emotionally because of something. For me, who will face important battles ahead, having someone precious suffering emotionally is very difficult."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Huye Ji-hyeon put her hand under her chin and said:

"I see, so that's what's happening. Is it something I can help with?"

"Yes, if you have the will to do it, you can."

"What is it?"

"Please change Baek Ye-a's 'Calling' record to innocent."

After hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's request, Huye Ji-hyeon silently looked at him for a moment before saying:

"That's not possible. It's not something I can do."

"Is that as a Councilor of the Exorcist Committee or as the head of the Huye Clan branch?"

"Both, obviously. Not only were the elders conducting 'The Calling' killed, but there were also casualties from great exorcist families. How do you think I could handle that with my authority?"

"You'll have to, though."

Black eyes rimmed with red stared at Huye Ji-hyeon.

"You should do it. Because if you don't, I won't participate in stopping this Night Parade of a Hundred Demons."
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As night fell, I headed to the dormitory to meet Hui-hyeon.

*Come to think of it, it won't be long before the first seal goes crazy and the dormitory incident breaks out.*

While walking toward the dormitory, my other self suddenly spoke.

"That's right."

I didn't have the option of preventing the incident entirely.

Because this was something that absolutely had to happen.

*Baek Ye-a, just so you know, this incident can't be prevented.*

As if thinking along the same lines as me, my other self spoke up.

"That's quite the murderous idea, coming from someone who tried to attack Myeongju and kill everyone."

Though I had similar thoughts as my other self, I deliberately provoked her, and she responded.

*You know why I tried to do that. And as for the dormitory incident...*

"I know, I know. It was an incident where there were side effects from utilizing the students' spiritual energy to strengthen the barrier of the Divine Sandalwood Tree."

Thanks to that, the barrier of the Divine Sandalwood Tree lasted longer, which bought me more time.

*If you're feeling guilty, remember that there were no fatalities from this incident.*

"I said I know, I know. Who do you take me for, an idiot?"

*You are an idiot.*

"..."

This girl.

When I arrived at the dormitory, I rang the doorbell to Hui-hyeon's room.

Hui-hyeon opened the door from inside.

"Ye-a."

"Hi, Hui-hyeon. Feels like it's been a while."

"I've been busy lately. Don't just stand there, come in."

"Sure, excuse me."


I'm not sure if it's still a game, but in "Killing the Unkillable," there are unexpected events.

These are the "Solo Final Battles" where the great demons of the demonic forces individually launch their own methods to end the Human World.

My other self sent her subordinates to launch a massive attack on Seoha Village, while Cheongdam employed various schemes to somehow disrupt the Human World from within.

I was even captured once.

And the recently quiet World-Ending Cult also had a great demon behind it if you traced back far enough.

When these great demons decided to move, they posed a significant threat to the Human World.

The reason these powerful beings couldn't completely destroy the Human World was due to the powerful barrier of the Divine Sandalwood Tree and the risks that arose when they attacked the Human World without reviving the Unkillable.

Although the great demons seemed free to attack the Human World, in reality, they weren't—because the way they attacked was governed by strict rules, like a game.

This was also why they didn't immediately destroy Myeongju, which they could annihilate if they wanted to, but instead used it as the front line to draw humans into a war of attrition.

They didn't want humans to discover their weaknesses and devise countermeasures that would force them into an unfavorable war.

Even so, these were just shackles that would become meaningless the moment the Unkillable's seal was broken and it was released.

At that moment, the Human World would face immediate destruction, and the restrictions on the demons would also disappear.

The reason I didn't share this information was obvious.

I was already called for "The Calling" just for being suspicious—if I revealed this information, something worse would surely happen.

The restrictions weren't only placed on the demons.

The reason I'm suddenly talking about this...

"...so Honwon's Night Parade of a Hundred Demons can't escape these rules either."

I was explaining it to Hui-hyeon.

"This is the first I'm hearing of this."

"Yeah, because when we met, it was after the world's end."

By then, as I mentioned earlier, all rules had become meaningless.

We met during the stage when the great demons were gathering power through massacres across different regions, so I didn't mention it.

But now was the time I could provide this information to Hui-hyeon, so I explained it thoroughly.

As I explained, I felt my shoulders perk up with pride at the thought of being helpful to Hui-hyeon.

Perk, perk.

"...?"

Oops.

Hui-hyeon looked at me as if wondering what I was doing in the middle of a serious conversation, but I pretended I was just loosening my stiff shoulders.

"I see, so there were such rules? Until now, I thought the great demons just feared the barrier of the Divine Sandalwood Tree."

"Well, the barrier does play a major role. If the rules are 10%, the barrier is 90%. But when Honwon's Night Parade of a Hundred Demons is fully activated, nearby demons temporarily gain resistance to the barrier. That's Honwon's ability."

After hearing my explanation, Hui-hyeon asked me:

"Then is the strategy devised by the Human World Council related to this?"

"The Human World Council?"

To my question, Hui-hyeon replied:

"Yes, do you know Huye Ji-hyeon, the head of the Huye Clan branch and a councilor of the Central Exorcist Committee?"

I nodded and answered Hui-hyeon's question:

"Yes, of course."

Huye Ji-hyeon.

The head of the Huye Clan branch and an influential councilor of the Central Exorcist Committee.

I had seen her face in the previous cycle, and she was mentioned as one of the notable figures in the game, so I naturally knew about her.

She was a distant relative of that loser Huye Jin.

Hui-hyeon muttered, "Then this will be quicker," and continued:

"She devised a strategy after searching through old records."

"Really? If it's old records about Honwon, it would be from the Second Great Human-Demon War, right?"

Hui-hyeon nodded as if she expected me to know and said:

"Looking at the strategy map, it felt more like 'disrupting the path' rather than exorcism."

"Is that so?"

I wondered if the Human World Council already knew about the characteristics of Hwayun's Night Parade of a Hundred Demons, but my next thought dispelled that premise.

"And while disrupting the path, I'm supposed to strike at Honwon. When the head falls, the limbs will collapse."

"I see."

So they were just relying on Hui-hyeon after all.

Our Hui-hyeon is quite strong, though.

"That's a bit disappointing. I thought they had planned it with some knowledge."

"Well, even if there are such characteristics, I've killed them all so far, so this time too, while blocking the Night Parade, I'll kill Honwon. I've cut off heads many times before."

Hui-hyeon's expressionless statement about having cut off heads many times was somewhat eerie.

I'm really glad Hui-hyeon is on our side.

"By the way, why did Honwon suddenly declare the Night Parade of a Hundred Demons? This definitely didn't happen in the previous cycle."

While it occasionally happened randomly in the game, this was reality.

So believing there must be a reason for Honwon's movement, I asked, and Hui-hyeon answered surprisingly simply:

"It was probably because of 'The Calling' that you were receiving, which irritated him."

"'The Calling'?"

"Yes."

Hui-hyeon gazed into the distance as if recalling something from long ago and said:

"Originally, 'The Calling' was like a ritual performed to check a person's qualifications or past when selecting members for the Divine Palace in the distant past. But it has been corrupted into a means to identify and kill transmigrators, which must have angered him."

"Really? Is that so? Did you learn that from your clan too?"

To my question, Hui-hyeon looked at me and said:

"Yes, I learned it back when everyone in the clan was still alive. There was so much to learn back then."

And turning her gaze away again, she spoke with eyes that seemed to be reminiscing about that time:

"But I enjoyed learning, so it was fine."

"Was it Hwayun who taught you?"

*Hey.*

When I mentioned the name Hwayun, my other self called out to me.

*What?*

*You really... never mind.*

*What is it? Why did you stop mid-sentence?*

While I was pressing my other self, Hui-hyeon spoke:

"Well, yes. Let's stop this conversation here. We have a lot to discuss about our future plans."

"Oh, okay."

Feeling that I shouldn't ask more, I readily agreed with Hui-hyeon.

<>

*I'm actually a transmigrator.*

Jeong Yu-na was recalling the conversation she had with Baek Ye-a at the boarding house that morning.

Baek Ye-a had definitely called herself a transmigrator.

But the next moment, as if she had become a different person, Baek Ye-a immediately changed her words.

Of course, Jeong Yu-na wasn't suspicious of Baek Ye-a.

She just felt something was off.

"Hmm..."

Lost in thought, Jeong Yu-na went outside to get some fresh air in the yard.

When her mind was this complicated, taking a walk outside in the breeze always made her feel better.

As she stepped outside, Jeong Yu-na noticed a figure standing in a corner of the yard, watching her.

"Who's there? Who are you?"

When Jeong Yu-na asked, the figure in the corner of the yard approached her.

Silver hair and fragmented blue eyes.

The moment they faced each other, Jeong Yu-na's dyed hair began to change color.

"Divine Beast?"

"You know me."

As the Divine Beast approached, Jeong Yu-na quickly moved to grab a pestle that was standing in a corner.

"Who are you? Identify yourself!"

At Jeong Yu-na's shout, the woman slowly opened her mouth to reveal her identity.

"I am the Hawk Divine Beast. And also an ancestor of Baek Ye-a."

"What...?"

At Jeong Yu-na's bewildered question, the Hawk Divine Beast took another step forward and said:

"Would you believe me if I told you that the Baek Ye-a you trust so much has been deceiving you?"
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Revenge or Restoration.

This was the common debate among the bloodline clans who had fled to the Outlands in the distant past.

Revenge or restoration? Follow humans or follow demons?

Or perhaps forge an independent path?

With each repetition of the world, they always made different choices.

If humans seemed advantageous, they sided with humans; if demons seemed advantageous, they sided with demons.

In the midst of these turbulent times, after Hanai, Ganami, and the other elders leading the Dragon Blood Clan had died, Yu Ji-a, who became the leader of the Dragon Blood Clan, had to make a decision.

"We will side with the humans."

Yu Ji-a opened her mouth at the gathering where she had summoned the children of the Dragon Blood Clan.

"The next agenda item is how to handle the bloodline clan members who recently arrived from the Outlands."

At a regular meeting of the Human World Council.

After dealing with various agenda items, Jeon In-hwa, who was temporarily serving as the chairperson, brought up the issue of handling the bloodline clan members.

Jin Seo-yeon, who had been quiet while various matters were being discussed, spoke up.

"By Outland bloodline clans, you mean those rats who committed crimes in the distant past and fled from our ancestors? Shouldn't we just kill them all?"

In response to this harsh statement typical of the Jin Clan, Huye Jin, who was sitting across from her, said:

"It's not a matter that can be resolved so simply. The number of bloodline clan members from the Outlands—that is, the criminals—is not just one or two."

"So what if it's not just one or two? When we cleared out the World-Ending Cult remnants inside the Won-gak Cult before, didn't we hang thousands? Can't we just hang that many again this time?"

In response to Jin Seo-yeon's words, Baek Ye-na, who was resting her arm on the table beside her, said:

"If it were that simple to handle, it wouldn't have been brought up as an agenda item. And you know very well what might happen if we recklessly kill those who are clearly trying to atone for their sins by helping the Human World."

"Hmm."

After hearing Baek Ye-na's words, Jin Seo-yeon folded her arms and leaned back in her chair instead of responding.

As Jin Seo-yeon closed her mouth, Huye Jin now spoke up.

"With the demon invasion now in full swing, we're in a situation where every person counts. Therefore, even if they are criminals, I don't think we're at a stage where we can casually discuss punishment."

"Huye Jin, do you have any good ideas then?"

Jeon In-hwa's question wasn't asked because she genuinely didn't know.

She seemed to have a good idea of what Huye Jin was going to say.

Jeon In-hwa's question was merely a formality to avoid taking responsibility for any political missteps that might occur.

Huye Jin, as if anticipating Jeon In-hwa's question, began to speak.

"Yes, here's what I think. Currently, the attrition rate of Exorcists is severe. Even though we're streamlining the education procedures at Yegak Academy as much as possible to train Exorcist personnel at this very moment. Therefore, I propose that instead of punishing them, we utilize them as a 'reserve force'."

Jin Seo-yeon, with the Jin Clan's characteristic intuition, saw through to the core of what Huye Jin was trying to say.

Although he was elegantly phrasing it as a "reserve force," the essence was:

"You mean use them as meat shields."

"Jin Seo-yeon, everything you say is being recorded right now. Please be careful with your words."

After lightly warning Jin Seo-yeon to be careful, Jeon In-hwa continued.

"It certainly seems like a good way to fill the attrition rate of Exorcists, but the problem is their human quality."

"By human quality, you mean?"

In response to Baek Ye-na's question, Jeon In-hwa said:

"They are very likely to be ignorant of the basics that humans in the Human World should know. They are 'inferior' human resources compared to Exorcists or basic humans of the Human World who know the fundamentals."

The meaning of "inferior" as Jeon In-hwa used it didn't particularly contain any discriminatory intent.

By "inferior," Jeon In-hwa meant basic education.

Unlike Exorcists or humans of the Human World who receive education from childhood, bloodline clan members grew up in the Outlands looking only at survival, so naturally, they wouldn't know these things.

"Then the important thing would be to educate these criminals on the basics and turn them into a military resource."

"To educate criminals from the Outlands who have received no training and turn them into a military resource..."

In the midst of the silence that fell at this unexpected challenge, Baek Ye-na opened her mouth.

"Then how about we do it this way?"

At Baek Ye-na's words, the three people looked at her.

"Do you have any good suggestions?"

"First of all, using all criminals as military personnel is nearly impossible. We don't have the facilities, resources, or personnel for that."

This was indeed the case.

Even if they somehow secured facilities and resources, personnel was the problem.

The available Exorcist personnel had already reached their limit.

Public support, education of new Exorcists, and the front lines.

None of these important tasks could be neglected.

If they pulled Exorcist personnel away from these important tasks to train troops from the Outlands, the precarious balance might collapse.

Then Jin Seo-yeon spoke again.

"So, as I said, let's just use them as meat shields? If we scatter them here and there as distractions and use them as bait, wouldn't even the lives of these worthless criminals gain some value?"

"Jin Seo-yeon."

"And you want to use people whose loyalty is questionable as some kind of reserve force? What if they stab us in the back?"

"Would you please continue listening to what I have to say?"

Baek Ye-na cleared her throat briefly before continuing.

"As you all know, educating all of them is impossible. Maybe before, but not now when the situation is so dire. So what I want to say is, let's be selective."

"Selective?"

"Yes, selective. Among them, there must be some who are particularly special or talented. We first select such personnel from within the detention center, and then entrust the second selection to the Exorcists who are in charge of education on the front lines."

After hearing Baek Ye-na's words, Jeon In-hwa slowly nodded and said:

"Indeed, if we do that, we can keep the remaining personnel as hostages and use the selected personnel as a 'reserve force'."

The four of them discussed various other aspects of this agenda item and finalized it with several supplementary measures and conditions.

It was the moment when the fate of the bloodline clans from the Outlands was decided.

And shortly after, the bloodline clan detention center had to determine who would go out to fight.

Since they had to go out to fight, they naturally needed good physical strength, and they also needed good intellectual abilities that might seem useless in combat to them, such as memorization skills or simple calculations.

Thus, the first group was determined.

Among them was Yu Ji-a.

"Kids, I'll be back. Don't fight, and listen well to your older sisters, okay?"

"Yu Ji-a unnie! Come back safely!"

"Ah-ah!"

Ryu-a waved her hand, and baby Yu Ma-ri was held in her arms.

"Goodbye, Yu Ji-a! You have to bring back something delicious when you return!"

"Idiot! Yu Ji-a isn't going on a trip!"

"Aaaack! That doesn't mean you have to hit me!"

O Ha-ri and Susu-dori were still bickering even as Yu Ji-a was leaving.

"You guys! How can you be like this until the very end!"

"Aaaack! I'm sorry...!"

"I'm sorry!"

After giving the two a light knock on the head, Jeong-u spoke with a worried expression.

"Yu Ji-a, be careful. We're finished without you."

"Don't worry. I'll come back as if nothing happened."

"Yu Ji-a unnie. If something scary happens there, you have to run away right away, okay?"

In response to Yu Yu-dori's worried tone, Yu Ji-a stroked Yu Yu-dori's head and said:

"Don't worry, Yu Yu-dori. Your unnie will definitely come back, okay?"

"Yes!"

While she was having a lengthy conversation with the Dragon Blood Clan children, a man in Exorcist attire passed by and shouted:

"You there, Dragon Blood Clan! It's time to depart! Get ready!"

"I really have to go now. I'm leaving!"

"Unnie! Goodbye! Really goodbye!"

"You must come back-! Okay-?"

"Yes!"

After taking the train from the detention center for quite some time, they arrived at a place with a strange tree.

A massive tree that seemed to reach the sky.

While the bloodline clan members who got off the train were having various conversations or sharing their anxieties about the future, Yu Ji-a looked up at the tree and muttered.

"Wow, it's sparkling? So pretty...!"

"That's a tree called the Divine Sandalwood Tree."

"Divine Sandalwood Tree?"

"Yes, though its light has faded now."

"I see."

But wait, who am I talking to right now?

With that sudden thought, Yu Ji-a lowered her gaze to look at the person who had spoken to her.

Turning her gaze from the tree, she saw a woman with silver hair and golden eyes standing there.

"Who are you?"

"Ah, nice to meet you. I'm Baek Ye-a, in charge of training Group 1. I look forward to working with you."

Baek clan, silver hair trait.

After hearing Baek Ye-a's words, Yu Ji-a asked with a hopeful heart:

"Baek Ye-a? Are you that Baek clan?"

"Pardon? By 'that Baek clan,' you mean?"

"I'm asking if you're from the Baek Clan."

Hearing Yu Ji-a's words, Baek Ye-a nodded and said:

"Ah, so you know about the Baek Clan. Yes, I am..."

"I don't like the Baek clan. Don't talk to me."

"Excuse me?"

This was the first meeting between Yu Ji-a and Baek Ye-a.
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The divine beast hawk that had been watching Jeong Yu-na took a step closer to her.

Keeping her eyes on the hawk, Jeong Yu-na shouted, "I told you not to come any closer! If you take one more step, I'll take it as your intention to fight!"

At Jeong Yu-na's shout, the hawk divine beast stopped in its tracks.

A strange standoff ensued.

The hawk divine beast was the first to speak.

"Via."

"What?"

"Call me Via. It's a name I just made up to make our conversation easier."

Via, having revealed her name, raised both hands as if showing she had no intention to fight.

"See? I'm not carrying anything. I just want to talk with you."

Of course, Via could create slashes with her bare hands at any moment, but she deliberately didn't mention that.

It wasn't something Jeong Yu-na needed to know anyway.

Before Jeong Yu-na could become suspicious, Via continued speaking.

"I told you earlier, didn't I? That Baek Ye-a is deceiving you. I came to let you know that fact."

"So you came to drive a wedge between us. Do you think I'd fall for such a shallow trick? I know you. You hurt Ye-a."

Despite Jeong Yu-na's hostile attitude, Via's expression didn't change at all.

Instead, Via spoke as if she found it pitiful that Jeong Yu-na had such deep trust in Baek Ye-a.

"You trust Baek Ye-a very deeply. Even though it's a trust that won't be rewarded."

"Trust isn't an emotion you hold expecting something in return. I trust Ye-a simply because I can trust her."

Jeong Yu-na said this while glaring at Via.

The eyes of someone looking at an enemy who had harmed her friend.

That look reminded Via of something from the past, so she let out a small sigh before speaking.

"I came to save you. You, the last descendant of Jeong-hwa left alone in this world."

"...What did you say?"

"Baek Ye-a is a vessel."

Upon hearing Via's words, Jeong Yu-na's pestle tilted slightly before straightening again.

This was nonsense not worth listening to anymore.

Although there might be suspicious aspects about Baek Ye-a, she hadn't admitted to anything yet.

Even if she was a vessel, it was clearly not something for "that thing" to interfere with.

*I should capture it.*

With that thought, Jeong Yu-na slightly pulled back her foot to use a technique.

<>

*Hello? I'm Bak Ye-a. I'm an idiot.*

"What's with that all of a sudden?"

After parting with Hui-hyeon and returning home, I was eating dinner when suddenly my other self started picking a fight.

I was trying to ignore it when my other self spouted more nonsense.

*Hello, Yu-na? Actually, I'm a vessel. Would you please report me? I want to become a fruit of the Divine Sandalwood Tree. Call me an art-fruit when I'm hanging from it. Whether it's a freshly hung fruit or me, we're both juicy and dripping. Drip drip, dangle dangle, drip drip, dangle dangle.*

Finding the "drip drip, dangle dangle" part strangely disgusting, I said to my other self:

"Geez, take it easy. What are you doing in the evening while I'm eating?"

After I expressed my annoyance, my other self quieted down briefly but soon started babbling again.

*Waaah, I'm baby Ye-a. I can't do anything without Hui-hyeon. Hui-hyeon, please 'help' me. Waaah.*

"Hey!"

I slammed my spoon down with a clang and slapped my own cheek with a smack, but only my cheek hurt.

"Argh...!"

I thought my other self might be hurting too, but as if reading my thoughts, my other self mockingly said:

*Ha, you're so stupid. I can't feel pain when I don't have control. Idiot.*

Why is this happening all of a sudden?

I was getting a bit annoyed, but deciding to understand the reason before getting upset, I asked my other self:

"Why are you suddenly acting like this?"

*Why? Because I've been thinking about how stupid and pathetic you are. Yu-na, I'm actually a vessel. This is ridiculous.*

My other self was mocking me using modern slang, and honestly, I had nothing to say about that matter, but I still felt annoyed.

"Hey, Yu-na might have accepted it, you know? Don't you think your interference actually made things worse?"

*Hey, Yu-na might have accepted it, you know? Don't you think your interference actually made things worse?*

"Oh, come on."

My other self mocked me by repeating exactly what I said.

And since it's inside my body, there's nothing I can do about it.

*And there's one more thing that's been bothering me since morning.*

"What now?"

*You said something weird to Hui-hyeon and upset him.*

"Something weird? I just talked about Hwayun."

*That's what I mean by weird. How can you be so clueless? Maybe I should have left some intelligence behind...*

What's that supposed to mean? I'm actually really smart! I'm totally capable Ye-a!

Of course, I didn't say this out loud because it would probably just lead to more strange arguments.

As I silently continued putting food in my mouth, I put down my spoon again and said to my other self:

"I still feel wronged no matter how I think about it."

*About what?*

"I should have told Yu-na that I'm a vessel back then."

*I told you. Yu-na is a traditionalist and conservative. If you really think she would accept everything if you honestly confessed, that's a huge misunderstanding. Even if things turned out well, she would have cut ties with you if you had told her everything honestly. Got it?*

"But I think she already knows because I hesitated."

*No, Yu-na is the type who would never suspect you unless you explicitly say it yourself. Even if she does suspect something, she'll only keep it to herself and never say it out loud. So please, at least until everything is over, don't go around saying you're a vessel. I'm begging you. Really. Do I have to clean up after you with Hui-hyeon at this age?*

"What? You can say that about yourself, but why bring Hui-hyeon into this? I've helped Hui-hyeon a lot, you know?"

*Oh, really? How much have you helped him?*

Hearing my other self's words, I tried to recall all the times I had helped Hui-hyeon, but strangely, all I could remember was tumbling down stairs, spitting medicine on the blanket, and throwing up on Hui-hyeon.

Hmm.

"Anyway, I helped a lot."

*Sure, I'm sure you did.*

With those words, my other self oddly stopped talking.

Hmm.

The next morning, I heard a commotion outside.

At first, I thought it was noise from people dealing with Honwon's Night Parade of a Hundred Demons, but I quickly changed my mind.

My house was far from where they would be dealing with the Night Parade, so there shouldn't be any noise.

"Is this the Benefactor's house?"

"It's so big!"

"There are so many people and the alleys are complicated!"

"This is amazing!"

"Ow! Don't step on my foot!"

Oh geez, what is this? Am I hearing things? Why am I hearing the voices of those Dragon Blood Clan kids?

"I must have grown quite attached to them without realizing it."

*What are you talking about all of a sudden?*

"I'm hearing hallucinations of kids who shouldn't be here."

*That's not a hallucination.*

"Yes, it is."

Despite my insistence that it was a hallucination, the voices of the Dragon Blood Clan kids continued to come from outside.

"Is this the Benefactor's house?"

"There's a barrier around it...!"

After the children chattered for a while, a familiar voice was heard among them.

"This is Ye-a's house! It's where we'll be staying while we help the Exorcists. Remember to behave properly while we're here!"

"...?"

Ah, no matter how I listen to it, that sounds like Yu Ji-a's voice.

It really sounds like Yu Ji-a.

She's visiting so suddenly?

And what? A place to stay...?

When did my house become an inn?

I fed and raised this kid while she stayed here, and this is how she repays me.

Haha. Damn it.

"When I count to three, we'll call out! One, two, three!"

"Benefactor! Please open the door!"

"I'm going to pretend I'm not here."

*You need to go to the academy soon.*

"Benefactor! Please open the door!"

"Would it matter if I skipped one day?"

*No, Hui-hyeon will worry.*

"Benefactor! Please open the door!"

"If he's worried, he'll come looking for me himself."

*True, and those Dragon Blood Clan kids will get in too. Even if they can't get in now, they'll eventually come in through someone else, so why not open the door now?*

"Ah, seriously."

"Benefactor! Please open the door!"

I grabbed my head at the children's shouts from outside.

"What is this? Why are they suddenly visiting without any foreshadowing? What's going on?"

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't understand.

What's happening? Why did the kids suddenly come here?

"Benefactor! Please open the door!"

"Ye-a, Ye-a, open the door!"

Hearing Yu Ji-a's shout, I felt my mind snap back to reality.

"Well, whatever the case, Yu Ji-a is dead."

*Take it easy.*

Right, I need to kill her gently.

With that in mind, I walked to the front gate and opened the door.

"Benefactor! Hello!"

"Ye-a, Ye-a. Long time no see!"

The Dragon Blood Clan kids and Yu Ji-a smiled brightly at me.

I kicked Yu Ji-a in the shin.
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"Argh!"

Yu Ji-a grabbed her shin where she'd been kicked and started rolling around pathetically in front of the house.

Rolling, tumbling.

The Dragon Blood Clan kids who were watching her suddenly shouted with even more enthusiasm than before.

"Wow! Just like Grandma Ganami!"

"Her hair color is like Grandma's too!"

"Ye-a! No-a!"

"She's totally a thug!"

"Hey! Quiet down!"

"Grandma's getting angry!"

"Hehehe! Hehehe!"

Despite the terrifying barrage of insults directed at me, I wasn't particularly inclined to get angry at the kids who had followed Yu Ji-a here.

The Dragon Blood Clan children are just babies.

They can only listen to Hanai, Ganami, and the somewhat sensible Yu Ji-a.

Therefore, the only person I needed to scold was Yu Ji-a.

It's definitely not because I'm too lazy to scold them one by one.

I grabbed Yu Ji-a's chin and said, "Ji-a, Ji-a, why are you doing this to me, huh?"

"What... what did I do?"

Yu Ji-a looked up at me with teary eyes that showed absolutely no awareness of having done anything wrong.

"What? What did you do? What did you do? You haven't come to your senses! Like this!"

"Argh!"

"Bringing all these kids!"

"Arrrgh!"

"Showing up without any notice!"

"Argh! Baek Ye-a! It's a misunderstanding! A misunderstanding!"

"Misunderstanding? Are you asking me to hit you five times?"

"Argh!"

I forcibly pulled Yu Ji-a up and patted her back hard, causing the Dragon Blood Clan children around us to laugh and shout.

"Grandma is hitting Ji-a!"

"She's just like Grandma Ganami!"

"Hehehe! Hehehe!"

"Benefactor! Knock her teeth out!"

I continued scolding Yu Ji-a for quite a while after that.


"I want this room for myself!"

"Benefactor said we'd all share!"

"The furniture is covered with cloth...!"

"Idiot! That's because of dust! Don't you even know that?"

"There's something I've never seen before in the refrigerator...!"

"Ye-a! No-a!"

"Ah! I'm going to tell Benefactor about all of this!"

I could hear the sound of active running throughout the mansion.

I hope they don't break anything.

For the record, I was trying hard to stop them by running around.

It's just that now... I've given up.

"Miss Ye-a! Miss Ye-a! Look at this! I found it in that room over there. Is this really something people wear?"

Then Susu-dori appeared with something on her head.

And it was none other than...

"Hey! That's my underwear!"

"How is this underwear? Is Benefactor a pervert?"

"..."

This girl.

As soon as I got up from my seat in anger, Susu-dori burst into laughter and ran away.

"Hey, stop right there!"

I chased after Susu-dori, who had appeared with my underwear on her head and even wearing my bra, using my private items as some kind of billboard, but she was already far away.

Seriously, how can such a tiny thing run so fast?

"Ye-a, can I put my arms down now...? And my shin hurts where you kicked me..."

While I was glaring at the distant Susu-dori, Yu Ji-a approached me with a pitiful voice.

"No, keep your hands up. Before I put a chair on your arms."

I'd gotten a rough explanation from Yu Ji-a.

Because of Honwon's Night Parade of a Hundred Demons, they had gathered exorcists from the region and recruited additional help, including Dragon Blood Clan children from the Suyang Martial Class who had volunteered to assist.

So they would rest today to recover from their journey, and from tomorrow they would go out to help and return in the evening.

Some might find this admirable, but coming without securing accommodation and relying solely on me without any plan was a flaw for an exorcist who needs to be self-sufficient.

For Yu Ji-a, who aspired to become an exorcist, this definitely required a reprimand.

No, putting all that aside, I was just angry.

This lizard girl.

*I wonder if I have dumbbells at home? If I make her hold them while keeping her arms up, she might more deeply realize her mistake.*

*Forget it. Why torture the kid? No matter how annoying she is, it would be cruel to do that to someone who has to work tomorrow.*

*So that's why you kicked her shin so perfectly?*

*...*

Ignoring my other self's comments, I said to Yu Ji-a, "You can put your arms down now."

Yu Ji-a cautiously lowered her arms while reading my mood.

"Ji-a, do you understand what you did wrong?"

"Yes."

"What is it?"

"Coming to your house without permission, asking to stay without warning, and not contacting you beforehand!"

"And also."

"Thinking that everything would be fine as long as the Council provided lodging and food expenses!"

"And also."

"And... and..."

Seeing Yu Ji-a desperately rolling her eyes trying to find more of her sins, I felt slightly better and said to her, "Not making a plan."

"A plan...?"

"Yes, a plan. When coming all the way here, you should have thought about what to do if I refused to take you in or if there wasn't enough accommodation. I'm not even expecting you to consider second or third options, or what to do if you were dispatched to another region. This is basic for an exorcist. Understand?"

"Yes."

Yu Ji-a nodded her head obediently.

I said to her, "Ji-a, I'm going to the academy."

"Okay."

"While I'm gone, clean up the mess those kids made in my house. If there's even one thing that doesn't meet my standards..."

I brought my fist close to Yu Ji-a's face, and she trembled as she replied.

"Yes! I'll clean the house spotlessly and take care of everything while you're gone! Leave it to me! You're such an angel for being this lenient!"

Satisfied with Yu Ji-a's desperate flattery, I nodded and smiled at her.

"Do a good job, okay?"

"Yes...!"

After gently patting Yu Ji-a's stiff shoulders, I left the house to go to the academy.

I should tell the others that Ji-a has arrived. And I need to buy food for those babies...

It's frustrating to have more work piled on when I already have so much to do.

But I can't turn away kids who've come from far away.

I'll just have to accept that I'm destined for hard work.

With that thought, I was leaving the house when I spotted the Dragon Blood Clan children wriggling around the yard and laughing.

"Hello? I'm a caterpillar!"

"I'm a chrysalis!"

"Hehehe! Hehehe!"

I wonder what they find so amusing. They really are just babies.

<>

"Yuna Unnie! Look at this! The flowers have bloomed so beautifully!"

Jeong Yu-na looked where her younger sister Jeong Mi-na was pointing.

"You're right! The flowers have bloomed beautifully. Did you come to get me just to show me this?"

At Yu-na's question, Mi-na smiled brightly and said, "Yes! I thought I should see this with you!"

"Our Mi-na has such a kind heart. I wonder who you take after to be so sweet."

"Hehe..."

Mi-na smiled broadly as Yu-na patted her head.

After finishing their flower viewing and heading back, they were called by a neighboring grandmother.

"Yuna dear! Mina dear! You've come at just the right time. Come here and try this."

"Wow! Sweet potatoes!"

"Thank you for the food!"

Steaming hot sweet potatoes.

They sat facing each other, enjoying the sweet potatoes, while the neighbor grandmother, without eating herself, just watched them with a happy smile as if seeing them eat was enough to make her feel full.

"By the way, Mina. I heard the teacher at the village school was complaining that you haven't been attending again."

"Cough! Cough!"

When Yu-na suddenly brought this up, Mi-na coughed and said, "Unnie, do you really have to mention that now?"

"If not now, when? You always run away whenever I bring it up."

"Tch..."

Mi-na pouted as Yu-na grinned.

"Well, I don't understand any of it, that's why. You're smart, so you can quickly understand and learn anything, but for me, just sitting there is torture. Absolute torture! Torture!"

"That's why I offered to teach you, but you always run away."

"Hmph."

Indicating she didn't want to talk about this anymore, Mi-na gathered her portion of sweet potatoes and stood up.

"Where are you going?"

"I don't know! I showed you those nice flowers, and all you do is nag. I hate you, Unnie!"

With those words, Mi-na ran out of the house, but knowing it was pointless to try to stop her at times like this, Yu-na didn't bother.

She knew Mi-na would come back later with a smile once her mood improved.

She was still a good little sister.

"She ran off in the end."

The neighbor grandmother laughed as if this was familiar, but Yu-na sighed and said, "I wonder when she'll understand that everything I say is for her own good. If she continues like this, she'll be in trouble."

"But she has a kind heart."

"Of course Mi-na is a very kind child. But being kind alone isn't enough. She needs to learn a lot while times are peaceful like this, or there will be problems later."

Yu-na's concern wasn't simply about Mi-na's reluctance to learn.

With the increasingly unstable situation at the borders, doing nothing would surely lead to bad consequences later.

Yu-na genuinely cared for and loved her younger sister Mi-na.

But the neighbor grandmother spoke to Yu-na with a relaxed face that showed no concern.

"Yuna dear, a person with good roots will always return to the right path, no matter what road they take."

The grandmother placed her wrinkled hand on Yu-na's left hand and said, "Besides, Mi-na isn't going astray; she's just being childish and throwing tantrums. Just because she's not doing something right now doesn't mean she's going down the wrong path, does it? So for now, let's just watch over her. Not with neglect, but with trust and love."


"Grandmother..."

When Yu-na opened her eyes again, it was dawn.

"I lost in the end..."

A pestle that had been cut into pieces as if sliced by something.

Yu-na put down the remaining piece of the pestle she had been holding and got up.
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When I arrived at the academy, Yuna was sitting there with a blank expression.

"Hey Yuna."

I approached her with a casual greeting, but she just stared at me vacantly for a moment before responding.

"Hi, Ye-a."

Usually, Yuna would energetically strike up a conversation about various topics, so I asked with concern.

"Yuna, did something happen? You seem down today."

She looked like she was about to tell me something, but then smiled and brushed it off.

"No, nothing. But Ye-a, did anything happen to you yesterday?"

At her question about yesterday, I sighed lightly and replied.

"Not yesterday, but today."

"Today?"

"Yeah, Yu Ji-a came by. With her kids."

"Yu Ji-a?"

"Yeah, she said she came to help out and mentioned something about staying at my place. So I turned her into a flat-backed lizard and left..."

I made a gesture of swinging my hand to hit someone's back. Yuna laughed and said:

"Haha, what's that supposed to mean? So I guess Yu Ji-a and the kids she brought are staying at your place?"

"Well, yeah. I couldn't turn away people who came from far away. She said she'd pay for food and lodging too."

"You're so kind, Ye-a."

"Come on, you would've let them stay too."

"That's impossible at my boarding house. But I would've helped them find somewhere to stay."

Yuna smiled at me.

It's strange though—I didn't even say I let them stay, but Yuna just assumed they were staying at my place.

Am I really that soft-hearted?

"Hey, Ye-a."

While I was lost in thought, Yuna spoke up.

"Yeah?"

"...No, it's nothing."

Yuna shook her head and smiled again.


"Students, as you all know by now, the Human World is facing another major crisis since the Second Great Human-Demon War."

Ji Seon-hwa addressed the students after finishing the morning assembly.

"Throughout history, monsters have always targeted the Divine Sandalwood Tree when given the opportunity. They believe that burning down the Divine Sandalwood Tree would destroy the massive barrier protecting the Human World, remove the seal, and make it easier to invade the Human World and resurrect the world-ending monster."

After briefly looking around at the students, Ji Seon-hwa continued.

"But we've made all possible preparations against this threat. We have the teachings of 'The Enlightened One,' a history of protecting the Human World, and the pride passed down from our ancestors who accomplished such feats."

Ji Seon-hwa, looking quite tired, briefly pressed her left eye with her hand before speaking again.

"The strategy to stop Honwon has been prepared by the Council for a long time.

To properly execute this strategy, we have Exorcists who have been trained for years, military forces, and strategic supplies to support those fighting. The practical information gathered from the battle in Myeongju will also be a great help in our fight.

Students, we will definitely defeat those demonic forces. We are already well-prepared, both mentally and materially."

Ji Seon-hwa tapped her fingers on the podium and said:

"Therefore, as of today, following the decision of the Exorcist Committee of the Human World Council, we are switching to a wartime system. Team leaders from each group, please come to the training hall during lunch."

With those words, Ji Seon-hwa left, and the students remaining in the classroom began talking among themselves.

"So it's finally come to this."

"We've been training for this situation all along. We can definitely do this."

"They're gathering volunteer forces in my hometown too."

"I've donated what little money I earned from exorcism to the Council."

"Let's think about what else we can do."

As expected of Yegak Academy's elite students.

Like the future leaders of society they were, the students were seriously discussing the current situation.

"..."

That's what made it so bitter.

No matter how well-prepared we were, Honwon's Night Parade of a Hundred Demons would inevitably cause massive damage.

It was clear that after this decisive battle, many students would disappear from this class.

Especially the responsible ones like these.

"Ye-a."

I looked to the side and saw Hui-hyeon standing there.

"Yes, Hui-hyeon?"

"I think I need to go to the Council again this time."

I nodded to Hui-hyeon and said:

"Okay. Take care."

"I will."

After Hui-hyeon left, I felt strangely unsettled.


When I went to the faculty office during lunch, the training hall was already filled with team leaders from our class and other classes.

Looking around, I spotted the stalker, the psychopath, and the fanatic.

Well, they should be here as team leaders, but it still annoyed me for some reason.

Hmm.

"Baek Ye-a, please come this way."

As I was standing at the entrance, Ji Seon-hwa called me over.

"Yes, Teacher."

After sitting for a while, someone else entered.

It was Si Jeong-hyeok, the director of Yegak Academy.

"Is everyone here?"

"Yes, Director. Everyone is present."

At Ji Seon-hwa's answer, Si Jeong-hyeok looked around briefly and said:

"Good, then I'll now share the announcements. Team leaders from each class, listen carefully and relay this information to your team members."

Si Jeong-hyeok took a clipboard with papers from a nearby Exorcist and said:

"As of this hour, the preparatory students of Yegak Academy are, according to the laws of the Human World Council, organized into the Student Reserve Army. You are assigned to defend the rear of the front line against the Night Parade of a Hundred Demons, protecting Yegak Academy and the Divine Sandalwood Tree. Leaving is prohibited, and starting tomorrow, each class's teams will take turns staying overnight at Yegak Academy. Any questions?"

In response to Si Jeong-hyeok's question, Huye Jin raised her hand.

"Yes, student Huye Jin."

"Director, could you possibly allow volunteers to go to the front lines? I..."

"No. Next."

Si Jeong-hyeok cut off Huye Jin's words cleanly.

She looked like she had more to say, but Huye Jin quietly sat down.

*Typical loser behavior, getting shut down after trying to show off. Just like watching your school days.*

*Shut up, those were your school days too.*

While I was arguing with my other self, a student from another class raised their hand.

"Yes, student Hwa Jeong-hyeon."

"Director, I'd like to ask if we really have enough supplies to hold out in the academy if the worst happens."

"You don't need to worry about that. The academy already has sufficient food, sacred ropes, and fuel and paper for talismans. Even if winter comes, we can cut down trees within the academy's barrier and burn them. Next."

While the director and students were talking, I was lost in other thoughts.

As expected of the top academy in a world constantly threatened by demons, they were well-prepared.

Director Si Jeong-hyeok gave reassuring answers to the questions from Yegak Academy's elite team leaders.

But...

*This approach won't work.*

*That's right. This approach won't work.*

I had experienced Honwon's Night Parade of a Hundred Demons in the total destruction of the previous cycle.

That's why I wasn't particularly reassured by the Human World Council's preparations.

*I should talk to Hui-hyeon in more detail. No matter how much I know, I can't just speak freely.*

Having already received "The Calling" for one action, I couldn't risk saying the wrong thing.

Despite all my knowledge, this constraint was really inconvenient.

Therefore, just as criminals "launder money" to use illegal funds, I needed to "launder knowledge" through Hui-hyeon.

After all, he was a descendant of the Enlightened.

And now that he had connections with the Council, it would be even easier.

*Waaah, baby Ye-a is just a baby. Can't do anything without Hui-hyeon.*

*Shut up.*

I mentally gave the middle finger to my other self's mockery.

You know exactly what's going on, which makes you even more annoying.

After the Q&A session with Si Jeong-hyeok ended, I stood up thinking I should relay this information to the others, when someone grabbed me.

"Can we talk for a moment?"

I turned around to find Huye Jin.


"I've decided to consider your conditions positively."

Lee Hui-hyeon, sitting across from Huye Ji-hyeon, looked down at his hands before looking up at her and speaking.

"Consider?"

"Yes, since this situation is unprecedented, there's a lot of talk internally. It was very difficult to quiet that down and get even this much."

Despite Huye Ji-hyeon's words, Lee Hui-hyeon remained silent, just staring at her.

Huye Ji-hyeon spoke in a soothing tone:

"I'm not saying we won't declare you innocent. If you stop Honwon, your words will carry more weight. So let's talk about this after stopping Honwon first."

Lee Hui-hyeon looked down at his hands again in silence.

Then he looked at Huye Ji-hyeon in front of him and opened his mouth.

"Are you joking with me right now?"
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Huye Ji-hyeon leaned back against the chair, interlaced her fingers over her knee, and silently stared at Lee Hui-hyeon.

So he's not going to let this slide.

Despite him being a descendant of the Annihilator and having reached the age of 17—considered an adult—Huye Ji-hyeon had thought of Lee Hui-hyeon as a naive child who knew little of the world.

But perhaps she was wrong.

Huye Ji-hyeon let out a deliberately light sigh, leaned forward, and said to Lee Hui-hyeon, "What exactly is the problem? Don't you think we've achieved sufficient results regarding 'The Calling' issue?"

"The problem is that you don't see what the problem is."

Lee Hui-hyeon tucked his thumb inside his palm, making cracking sounds as he spoke. "You could have done better. Did you think you could take it easy on me because I'm young and not like your other Exorcist colleagues? Did you think I would say, 'Oh, I see. Then I'll fight hard with that in mind'?"

"Don't you have to? It's not like you have any other choice, right?"

"There have always been choices. You just didn't know about them."

"This is a matter concerning the Human World. We don't have the luxury of spending more time on such things."

The moment she said "such things," Huye Ji-hyeon felt the atmosphere in the room change.

The source of this change was, without question, Lee Hui-hyeon sitting across from her.

Her instinct as an Exorcist and leader of the Huye Clan branch told her one thing:

Stop angering the boy in front of her.

After quickly gathering her thoughts, Huye Ji-hyeon said, "...No, I misspoke just now. I apologize."

Despite her apology, Lee Hui-hyeon stared at her expressionlessly for a while before tapping the table with his finger and speaking.

"You're the head of a Huye Clan branch—one significant enough to maintain the Huye surname. Moreover, you're a key figure in the Central Exorcist Committee of the Human World Council. I'll be brief. Get a not guilty verdict. Without fail. Everything else comes after that."

"I certainly apologize for the lack of proper consultation, but a not guilty verdict? That's practically impossible! Maybe if there had been no victims at all, but someone died."

"No. You must do it. Without fail. Until then, there's nothing I can do."

With those final words, Lee Hui-hyeon stood up.

<>

Unexpectedly summoned by Huye Jin, I found myself sitting across from her at a tea house near the academy.

I didn't know there were still tea houses operating.

I thought everyone had evacuated because of Honwon's Night Parade of a Hundred Demons.

Is this place still here because it's in the rear area?

"...So why did you want to meet me?"

"I wanted to consult with you about something, Ye-a."

"Consult?"

"Yes, this is usually something friends do, right? You and I are comrades who've fought on the same front."

Looking at Huye Jin's bright smile, I thought:

Tsk, what's this? I never thought we were particularly close.

Is this that thing where socially awkward people build internal rapport?

But I didn't show my thoughts outwardly and smiled back, saying, "I suppose that's true."

After quietly drinking tea for a moment, Huye Jin suddenly put down her cup and looked ahead as she spoke to me.

"Ye-a, what do you think about the current situation?"

"The current situation?"

Huye Jin nodded at my question and said, "Yes, in this battle, we've been assigned to the rear. I think there won't be any major issues here since we've made sufficient preparations, but I'd like to hear your valuable opinion."

My valuable opinion, huh.

"We are certainly well-prepared. We've been vigilant because of what we experienced at the frontier. Yegak Academy, which can be considered the rear area, has already transitioned to a student militia system, so the frontier must be under strict security measures."

"So you think there won't be any problems?"

At Huye Jin's question, I shook my head and said, "No. This isn't enough. This is the first war in hundreds of years. There will definitely be insufficient or inadequate aspects, and even our elites can't compare to past generations who experienced intense real combat. We also don't know how they'll attack. Therefore, we'll suffer very significant casualties. Very, very significant casualties."

After hearing my words, Huye Jin smiled somewhat enigmatically and said, "Ye-a, do you know about the Second Great Human-Demon War?"

Of course I know.

It was a war where the great Exorcist clans played a major role, and it provided the biggest motivation for establishing the current council system in the Killing the Unkillable world.

"Yes, of course I do."

"The Second Great Human-Demon War was when the great demons formed an alliance and invaded the Human World on a large scale."

Huye Jin took out a book from her bag.

Looking at the cover, I could see it was titled "Huye Diary" in cursive script.

"Huye Jin, what is this?"

"It's a diary written by our ancestor during the Second Great Human-Demon War. I recently requested it from the clan. I thought the records of our ancestor who faced great demons would be very helpful in our current battle."

The book looked remarkably new despite being hundreds of years old, likely due to some special treatment.

It must have been magically preserved.

The Baek Clan also had many such items, but they were all burned.

Not during the Second Great Human-Demon War, but during the Baek Clan's Fratricide.

Hmm.

"So did it help you gather information?"

"No, all the text is corrupted, making it illegible. There's no curse that would affect the reader, but the loss of information is a significant disadvantage."

Huye Jin placed the book on the table.

"Do you know what this means?"

"Well, I'm not sure what you expect me to say about a book with corrupted text that you've brought to me."

After I honestly answered that I didn't know, Huye Jin picked up the book.

"The owner of this book wasn't someone who fought on the front lines. The owner was my ancestor and clan head, Huye Go."

At that point, I thought I understood what Huye Jin was trying to say.

Which means...

"Are you saying there was a demon powerful enough to corrupt text even in the rear areas?"

Hearing my words, Huye Jin nodded and said, "Yes, Ye-a. For your information, my ancestor Huye Go passed away during the late stages of the Second Great Human-Demon War. At the time, it was thought to be due to a sudden illness or some kind of accident, but seeing these corrupted texts, it's clear that something happened."

"So you're saying that the rear isn't necessarily a safe place?"

To my question, Huye Jin nodded and said, "Yes, I don't know their methods, but they penetrated deeper into the Human World than Myeongju and Ganyangju, which were battlefields during the Second Great Human-Demon War, and achieved the feat of killing the Huye Clan head. Therefore, my opinion is that they possess means to deeply infiltrate the Human World."

After hearing Huye Jin's words, I thought:

As expected of a successor candidate.

She's already approached the truth in her own way and formulated her own theory.

I wonder if this level of insight is required to be a successor candidate, or if Huye Jin is exceptionally talented.

Well, based on what I saw in previous cycles, Huye Jin is probably exceptionally talented.

Hiding my surprise, I asked Huye Jin, "That's certainly a reasonable theory, but is it a thoroughly examined opinion?"

"No, it's just my personal opinion. I thought you were the only one I could have an open and honest conversation about this with. So what do you think?"

Huye Jin's words contained clear truth.

So I gave Huye Jin the best advice I could, and after thinking for a moment with a contemplative expression, she said, "I see, understood. I'll be leaving first."

And then Huye Jin hurriedly left for somewhere.

As I was about to get up to go home, I realized something.

That Huye Jin. She left without paying for the tea.

After paying for Huye Jin's tea and doing some grocery shopping, I returned home to find it bustling with activity.

"Kids, I'm back."

As I entered the house greeting everyone, Yu Ji-a and the children came out to greet me.

"Ye-a, you're back?"

"Benefactor! Hello!"

"Helloooo~!"

"Miss Ye-a! What's in your bag? Is it snacks? Something delicious?"

I carefully detached a small Dragon Blood Clan child who was clinging to my bag and said, "No, this is dinner for you all. I'll give you snacks later if you behave."

At the mention of giving them snacks later, Yu Ji-a's body twitched noticeably.

Hmm.

"Yu Ji-a, did you clean up as I told you to?"

"Y-yes! I cleaned everything just like you said! You can check now if you want...!"

"Really? Let me see."

As I took off my shoes and entered, I saw that Yu Ji-a had indeed cleaned everything impeccably, apparently afraid of my warning.

"Wow, you really did a good job."

"Right? The other kids helped too! We did well, didn't we?"

"You did well, but why are you trembling? Did you do something wrong?"

"No! I didn't do anything wrong!"

"Hmm, if you say so. Never mind then."

I walked to the kitchen and placed the groceries on the table.

Come to think of it, since they did such a good job, maybe I should give them some kind of reward.

With that thought, I decided to distribute the snacks I had placed on the sink counter.

Although they were expensive snacks costing 5,000 hwan each, I couldn't refuse after they had cleaned so thoroughly and waited for me.

Proper reward and punishment is fundamental when dealing with people... but.

The snack container was completely empty.

"What? Where did they all go?"

No, that was a stupid question.

Thinking about it, the culprit was quite obvious.

When I turned around, the children who had been following me closely were now watching me from a distance.

These little...

"Yu Ji-a! Did you eat all of these?!"

"Aaaack! No! The kids ate them!"

"Aaaack! That's unfair! No! Yu Ji-a said she'd give them to us if we cleaned!"

"All of you come here! Each of you is getting a smack on the back!"

"Everyone run away!"

"Aaaaaaack!"

The children scattered in all directions, but I only chased after Yu Ji-a.

Ye-a.
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"Hello, Ye-a."

When I opened the front door after hearing the doorbell, a welcome face greeted me.

"Hi, come on in, Hui-hyeon. Nothing unusual at the council?"

"Well, same as always."

Hui-hyeon shrugged before taking off his shoes.

"Baek Ye-a, Baek Ye-a. Are you and Lee Hui-hyeon secretly meeting at night like this? Huh? Huh? Huh—AHHH!"

After entering the house, there was a small incident where I twisted Yu Ji-a's hand as she annoyingly pried and pestered me, but honestly, she deserved it.

"It's our Benefactor!"

"Lee Hui-hyeon! Lee Hui-hyeon! It's been so long!"

"Yeah, it's been a while."

After watching Hui-hyeon smile and wave back to the excited Dragon Blood Clan kids, I told them:

"Hui-hyeon and I need to discuss something important now, so you all go play in the back room, okay?"

"Only Ye-a gets to play with Hui-hyeon? That's not fair!"

"Play with me too! Play with me!"

"I'll play with you next time. Right now we really have important business."

"Hui-hyeon! You promise to play with us next time?"

Seeing the Dragon Blood Clan kids clinging especially to Hui-hyeon gave me a strange feeling.

Those little ones, they never begged me like that.

Hmm.

After keeping Yu Ji-a and the children away, I entered my room and, just to be safe, attached a sound-blocking talisman. I sat on the bed and offered Hui-hyeon the chair in front of me.

"Hui-hyeon, what I'm about to tell you is important. Please relay everything to the council."

What I was about to tell Hui-hyeon was information that, in the game, merely made strategies easier, but now that Killing the Unkillable had become reality, it was incredibly valuable information that could save many lives.

So I decided to share everything I knew without omitting a single detail.

"Okay, I understand. Tell me everything you know."

"Hui-hyeon, in the world I lived in, there was something called a tower defense game."

Before explaining further, I gave an example to make it easier for Hui-hyeon to understand.

"Tower defense game?"

"Yes."

I nodded and continued my explanation.

"This battle can be seen as a game where one side pushes through the other side's forces completely to capture their base."

As I explained, I got up from the bed and picked up two cosmetic items from the dresser that I hadn't used since last time.

"This is the Divine Sandalwood Tree. What we absolutely must protect. And this is Honwon. The target we need to stop."

In the game, the solo battle progressed like a game with set rules.

Like a tower defense game, you move Hui-hyeon, Huye Jin, fanatics, and that dog-smelling psychopath that you've been developing to defeat enemies gradually approaching the Divine Sandalwood Tree.

Even then, the enemy's victory condition was capturing the Divine Sandalwood Tree.

Hui-hyeon, who had been listening to my explanation, said:

"Ye-a, everyone already knows that information. It's already known that their destination is the Divine Sandalwood Tree."

"Right, but what if Honwon and his forces become less affected by the Divine Sandalwood Tree's barrier as they advance?"

"Could you explain that in more detail?"

I nodded at Hui-hyeon's request and said:

"Once Honwon has declared his invasion of the Human World, he can draw on some of his true power even within the Human World. If normal Honwon operating in the Human World is like a closed cosmetic container, post-declaration invading Honwon is like an opened cosmetic container. Ready to use his true power at any time."

*Your metaphors are terrible. Want to switch places with me?*

Ignoring my other self's comment, I continued steadfastly:

"Haven't you felt it before? That somehow Honwon seemed stronger when you faced him? There must have been cases like that."

After hearing my words, Hui-hyeon thought for a moment and said:

"I'm not sure. He seems the same whenever I face him."

"..."

What a crazy talented monster.

I put down the cosmetics and sat back on the bed before asking:

"Hui-hyeon, let me ask you first, how many times have you experienced a solo battle like this?"

"Solo battle?"

"I mean, how many times has a great yokai invaded alone like now?"

After pondering my question briefly, Hui-hyeon replied:

"Twelve times. No, thirteen."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's answer, I thought:

How many regressions has he gone through?

"You've really been through a lot."

"Not really. It's fine. You get used to it after a while."

I nearly went crazy just regressing once, but I don't know what kind of mental strength he has.

So this is what it takes to be a protagonist.

"Then you probably know everything already. That Honwon's Night Parade of a Hundred Demons doesn't end just because it seems to be over."

Hui-hyeon nodded at my question.

"Still, it took me about two attempts to realize it. Fighting on the battlefield, I missed some important details."

"..."

While I was briefly contemplating how to explain further, my other self spoke to me.

*Let me talk to Hui-hyeon this time. I know several things too.*

*You?*

*Yes, it'll definitely be helpful information for you too.*

Following my other self's words, I said to Hui-hyeon:

"Hui-hyeon, my dark Ye-a inside says she has something to tell you."

*Dark Ye-a?*

"Okay. Let her speak."

With Hui-hyeon's permission, I immediately handed over control to my other self.

"Hello, Hui-hyeon. It's really nice to see you like this."

"So what did you want to say?"

Hui-hyeon spoke to my other self in a cold tone, quite different from how he spoke to me.

Without any preamble, my other self got straight to the point.

"Hui-hyeon, did you know that the great yokai are each under certain restrictions from the Unkillable?"

Hearing my other self's words, Hui-hyeon's eyes widened slightly as he said:

"Restrictions? The Unkillable?"

"Yes, do you know about it?"

At my other self's question, Hui-hyeon shook his head.

"No, I've never heard anything like that even from my clan. Tell me more details."

My other self smiled gently and continued:

"I don't know the exact reason, but the Unkillable has placed several restrictions on the yokai. I can't know why, but because of this, they've had to continue fighting under unfair conditions."

"The best? Are you saying everything those bastards have done so far... was the best they could do?"

"Yes, since I'm essentially a yokai too, I can't avoid the Unkillable's influence. So I'm also under those 'restrictions.'"

Hearing my other self's words, something occurred to me.

*So all that talk about being limited in what you could tell me was because of these restrictions?*

*Similar. A bit different, but similar.*

After briefly answering my question, my other self said to Hui-hyeon:

"The moment these restrictions are lifted is when all of the Unkillable's seals are broken and the Divine Sandalwood Tree completely collapses. Do you understand what I'm saying?"

After tapping the chair with his finger for a while, Hui-hyeon replied:

"Yes, I understand."

"Good. Then."

With those final words, I felt control of my body returning to me.

"I guess that conversation is over."

Hui-hyeon seemed to be thinking about something when I spoke to him, and he looked at me and said:

"Ye-a?"

"Yes, I'm back. So, do you think what my other self said is true?"

*Why would I lie to Hui-hyeon of all people?*

My other self protested inside, but I casually ignored her.

Whatever.

"At least it didn't seem like a lie."

"Then it must be true."

The information about great yokai being under the Unkillable's restrictions was new to me.

"Aren't you believing it too easily?"

"You said it yourself. It didn't seem like a lie. If you say so, then that's how it is."

After answering lightly and standing up, I asked Hui-hyeon:

"So, can you relay this information my other self shared to the council?"

Hui-hyeon shook his head and said:

"No, it's too radical, so I think it would be difficult. It's probably better if we keep this between ourselves for now."

"Then let's just pass on the information about Honwon. That should be fine, right?"

"Yes, the council probably already has a vague understanding of that much. That would be better."

"Good, let's wrap up our conversation here. If you haven't eaten, I'll make you something. And you know our team is staying overnight at the academy tomorrow, right?"

"Yes, I already heard from Yu-na."

"Oh? Thanks for letting me know then."

As I opened the door to go to the kitchen, I saw Yu Ji-a, who had been leaning against it to eavesdrop, fall flat on her face.

"Aaaack!"

Crash, bang, thud.

"...Are you okay?"

"It hurts."

Yu Ji-a sniffled as she spoke.

Sorry, Yu Ji-a. Actually, I knew you were there and did it on purpose.

But I didn't expect you to fall so dramatically.

Feeling guilty, I reached out to help her up.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, I'm hurt. Make it better."

Until she started flirting with Hui-hyeon.

Hmm.

"I'll make it stop hurting."

Chomp.

"Aaaack! Don't bite my hand!"

"Why not? If I bite you, it makes other places hurt less. Like this, and this."

"Aaaack! No! You're just biting! Baek Ye-a is totally a dog! I hate you!"

With those words, Yu Ji-a pulled her hand away and ran off without looking back.

Ooh, is that a challenge?

Then I'll accept it.

I chased after the fleeing Yu Ji-a.

She called me a dog, so I should bite her like one.

"Don't chase me! Aaaack!"

I don't want to stop.

Hehehe.

<>

Honwon thought all preparations were complete.

Now he would lead this army forward to punish the sinners.
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After finishing our day of training and meals, I took the children—except for Hui-hyeon who had been called to the council again—back to my house.

I wanted the children to meet Yu Ji-a, but I also had something to give them.

"It feels like it's been a while since we've visited Ye-a's house. Is this the first time since our last visit?"

At Ho-jin's question, Yu-na smiled and replied, "I've actually come by a few times since then."

"It really is a spacious house no matter how many times I see it. I hope I can live in a place like this someday."

"You'll be able to live in a house like this someday. Su-a is surprisingly diligent, after all."

"I'd appreciate if you could drop the 'surprisingly' part."

I burst out laughing at Su-a's comment, then opened the front gate while the children continued chatting behind me.

The Dragon Blood Clan children who had been crawling and squirming around the yard looked toward the gate and shouted when they saw us.

Were they still playing their caterpillar game?

No, don't think about it.

"Benefactor! Welcome home!"

"Who are the people behind you? Are they your friends?"

The Dragon Blood Clan children surrounded us, chattering excitedly.

"Hey, you guys. Are you back already?"

O Ha-ri put her hands on her hips and replied to my question, "Work only goes until 5:30! Don't you know that, Benefactor?"

I don't, you brat. I was tempted to give her a light smack, but I'm an adult.

I'm too old to react to every little thing like this.

So instead, I patted O Ha-ri's head.

Pat, pat.

"Argh! Don't mess up my hair!"

As O Ha-ri twisted her body like Son Goku with the Tight Crown squeezing his head, I smiled and said, "What are you talking about, Ha-ri? I'm just showing affection because you're so cute."

"Benefactor! I'm sorry! Please forgive me!"

Though I wasn't thrilled with her informal apology at the end, I smiled and removed my hand from her head.

Now you understand the difference between you and me, foolish little lizard.

"Well then, shall we go in?"

"Ah, sure..."

When I smiled brightly at the children, they nodded somewhat awkwardly in response.

After Yu Ji-a and the children had their emotional reunion and we finished dinner, I called the children to my room.

"Kids, as you all know, we're in the middle of a much bigger crisis than we expected."

Ho-jin nodded at my words and said, "That's right, this situation is practically unprecedented since the Second Great Human-Demon War."

"Exactly, this is completely different from any battle we've fought before. That's why I have something to give you all."

Having broached the subject, I took out the artifacts I'd been collecting from my desk.

A ring that helps circulate spiritual energy, a necklace that reduces impact, and a bracelet that revitalizes the body.

Each one was a precious treasure that couldn't be obtained in the current world of Killing the Unkillable, no matter how much money you offered.

"Ye-a, what are those?"

In response to Yu-na's question, I handed her the ring, gave Ho-jin the necklace, and Su-a the bracelet.

"These are accessories made with Magical Engineering that I received from my clan. Will you accept them?"

"Magical Engineering? Items made with Magical Engineering must be worth a fortune, right?"

Su-a's eyes widened as she held the bracelet with both hands.

"How can I accept something like this? No, no. The Protection Talisman you gave us last time still has some effect, so I'm fine."

Ho-jin also tried to return the talisman necklace to me, seemingly uncomfortable with the gift.

Unlike the children who were adamantly refusing, Yu-na was quiet, so I looked over at her. She was holding the ring and staring at me silently.

When our eyes met, Yu-na spoke to me.

"Ye-a, are you sure it's okay to give us these?"

"It's fine. The clan sent these items that weren't being used anyway. I don't particularly need them either, so I'm sharing them with you."

"Even so, it feels wrong to just take them... How about we borrow them instead? You can lend them to us."

"Don't be so stingy about borrowing. Just take them. It's really okay."

They were items I'd excavated from an old battlefield anyway. They weren't really mine, and I wasn't the original owner, so there was no reason for me to receive such gratitude.

These young adults, seriously.

Ho-jin still seemed uncomfortable, holding the necklace in his hand for a moment before saying to me, "I'll repay you somehow later. Thank you so much, Ye-a."

"Me too. I'll definitely repay you!"

Really, it's fine.

But since they probably wouldn't listen no matter what I said, I gave up and looked at Yu-na, who had been quiet all this time.

Yu-na seemed lost in thought as she wore the ring on her finger.

"Yu-na, are you okay?"

Hearing my voice, Yu-na slowly raised her head to look at me.

"Hm?"

It seemed like Yu-na hadn't been listening to me.

"You've been quiet for a while now. Is something wrong, Yu-na?"

"If you have something on your mind, you can tell us anytime."

"No, nothing's wrong. I'm just tired, I guess. Thanks, everyone."

Despite the children's questions, Yu-na just smiled politely and insisted nothing was wrong.

If there was any other news after that, it was that my "Calling" case had finally received a not guilty verdict.

"Congratulations, Ye-a!"

"See, I told you you'd be found not guilty!"

"...That's good. Congratulations, Ye-a."

Unlike Ho-jin and Su-a who were delighted, Yu-na didn't show much reaction to my verdict.

Normally, she would have made a big fuss and been overjoyed, but I wondered if it was because of what I'd said about being a vessel.

*I knew this would happen.*

My other self reproached me from within, but I couldn't respond.

My actions had only unnecessarily burdened Yu-na's heart.

At least this meant Jeon In-hwa and Jin Seo-yeon couldn't try anything against me anymore.

When I told Hui-hyeon, who had returned from the council, about this news, he simply said, "That's good."

How anticlimactic.

After that, the children and I regularly stayed at the academy, sleeping in places where prep students usually practiced, like the training hall, meditation hall, or martial arts hall. Each class had to select members to take turns standing guard.

Standing guard like this reminds me of my military days.

Back then, I thought nothing could be physically harder than military service.

But now, being dragged into this world that might be a game or reality, fighting for the fate of the world as "Baek Ye-a," I realized how unpredictable life truly is.

Hui-hyeon was soon called back to the council and then dispatched to the front lines.

Before he left, I said to him, "Hui-hyeon, as soon as you return, we'll perform the ritual to awaken your sword."

"My sword?"

I nodded at Hui-hyeon's question.

I had finally gathered all the materials needed to awaken Hui-hyeon's sword, which I'd been collecting bit by bit.

"Yes, and take this medicine too. I bought it from the best pharmacist I know."

I also gave Hui-hyeon various artifacts to protect his body and medicinal herbs made by Jin Baek-ha that I hadn't given to the other children.

A necklace containing an old talisman, a ring with a crystal made through Magical Engineering, and medicinal pills that would be good to consume.

Hui-hyeon was already strong, so he probably didn't need these, but giving them to him put my mind at ease.

Hui-hyeon smiled and said, "Thank you so much, Ye-a. I'll definitely return them when I come back."

"No, I collected these for you. They should have been yours from the beginning anyway..."

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon looked at me for a moment and asked, "Are you okay, Ye-a?"

"Hm? What do you mean?"

"Nothing, you just seem really tired."

"Well, I have plenty of reasons to be tired. Yu Ji-a and those little ones have given me a lot more work lately. Even now, Susu-dori is playing pranks with my underwear."

When I joked, Hui-hyeon smiled too.

"When I come back, do you want to go somewhere?"

"Go somewhere?"

"Yes, like going to find those 'artifacts' you talk about. Maybe you'll need my strength for something."

"Yeah, that sounds good. Let's go when you return. First, you need to come back safely though."

"It's time for me to go. Let's talk when I get back."

"Okay. Oh, Hui-hyeon."

"Yes?"

"Would you consider telling the others that you're a descendant of the Enlightened One?"

Before Hui-hyeon left, after discussing it with him, I took the initiative to spread a rumor that "Hui-hyeon is a descendant of the Enlightened One and knows the most effective way to stop this crisis."

It was a precautionary measure to prevent any problems that might arise in connection with Hui-hyeon later.

There's no better time to spread rumors than during such chaotic periods.

It would be nice if the news that Baek Ye-a is actually a vessel could also be naturally accepted, but if I really spread such a rumor, I'd probably end up tied to the Divine Sandalwood Tree.

Mainly by people like Jeon In-hwa or fanatics or cult members.

Ch.151 - 1. Blood Battle (2)
"Baek Ye-a."

Just as they say a tiger appears when you call its name, Jeon In-hwa approached me the moment I thought about her.

"Oh, Jeon In-hwa. Hello."

I greeted her with a smile, but behind my back, I was giving her the middle finger.

"What business does someone like you have with a vessel like me?"

"Baek Ye-a, what kind of trick did you pull?"

Good question. What trick did I actually use to get that not guilty verdict?

But outwardly, I maintained a cold expression as I replied to Jeon In-hwa.

"Trick? I simply received the not guilty verdict I deserved. That's quite an accusation."

With those words, I tried to walk past Jeon In-hwa, but she called out from behind me.

"When exactly do you plan to return my stone staff?"

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

After saying that, I quickly walked away.

Jeon In-hwa's stone staff.

At the very least, I couldn't return it until the ritual to awaken Hui-hyeon's sword was complete.

Because Jeon In-hwa's inherited stone staff was essential for awakening Hui-hyeon's sword.

Since Jeon In-hwa had also done wrong to me, she couldn't do more than ask for it back due to her own guilty conscience.

Besides, I was now untouchable after receiving a not guilty verdict. Jeon In-hwa couldn't do anything to me.

It felt good to no longer need to cower now that I had received a legal not guilty verdict.

And finally, news arrived from the frontier that Honwon's Night Parade of a Hundred Demons had begun.

The Night Parade forces were divided into five branches—one more than the previous four, suggesting that Honwon had recruited participants from among the great monsters.

Each branch had ten thousand troops. One of them was led by Honwon himself.

Since there was no way to determine which branch Honwon was with, I could only hope that Hui-hyeon would meet and kill Honwon without any trouble.

<>

The first forces to march against the Night Parade were the Demon-Slaying Army, an elite direct unit under the Central Exorcist Council of the Human World Assembly. They had undergone intensive training with the finest Exorcists in the human world.

They were warriors who were always stationed in Myeongju, ready to fight.

In fact, they had achieved considerable military success in various battles in Myeongju.

But even the Demon-Slaying Army had never faced an offensive of this scale before.

Although they prided themselves on having sufficient combat experience during normal times, they stepped forward to fight without a hint of fear despite the unprecedented situation they were facing.

As always, war tends to claim the lives of the most responsible and capable individuals first.

And so, after several days of waiting for the Night Parade forces in this calm before the storm...

The day finally arrived.

The scouts who had gone ahead to assess the enemy's formation returned with news of the Night Parade advancing with unstoppable momentum. After hearing the scout's report, Ha Se-min nodded and said:

"Good work. Go and rest."

With those words, Ha Se-min rose from his seat and called for Lee Hui-hyeon.

Answering the summons, Lee Hui-hyeon lifted the tent flap, bowed his head, and said:

"You called for me."

"Yes, thank you for coming. I hear you've turned 17 now?"

At Ha Se-min's words, Lee Hui-hyeon kept his head bowed and replied:

"Yes, that's correct."

"Can you truly kill Honwon?"

"Enlightenment destroys demons. If my enlightenment is sufficient, I will destroy him."

After hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Ha Se-min slightly bowed his head before raising it again and speaking:

"Honestly, I don't think it's right for someone who has just come of age like you to go to the battlefield."

Lee Hui-hyeon slightly raised his head at Ha Se-min's words.

"But right now, we desperately need every bit of strength we can get. I hope you're as skilled as I've heard. You may go now."

"Yes, sir."

A few minutes after Lee Hui-hyeon left, Ha Se-min summoned Seong Ye-rim, entrusted her with command of the vanguard, and dispatched troops with Lee Hui-hyeon.

And Lee Hui-hyeon took the head of the demon leader.

<>

Seven days after Hui-hyeon's departure, news of victory arrived from the front lines, and after three weeks, we heard that all enemy forces had been repelled.

The atmosphere around the academy turned festive, and today was our last day of accommodation and meals.

I was on the third night watch with Yu-na, standing guard.

"As expected of Hui-hyeon. It's amazing how quickly he defeated those forces."

As I muttered to myself, my other self spoke up.

'Doesn't it feel a bit off just staying in the rear like this?'

Hearing those words, I propped my chin on my hands and replied:

"Yeah, it does feel strange. It really doesn't feel right just watching from behind while Hui-hyeon does all the fighting."

It wasn't that I hadn't tried to go to the front lines, but each time there was strong opposition from Academy Director Si Jeong-hyeok, so no student was allowed to go to the front.

Third-year students and above were stationed in Ganyangju, but first and second-year students were deemed insufficiently trained.

Still, I think it would have been better to send us out since we had better skills than most Exorcists.

"It's so frustrating."

'You already knew it wouldn't work.'

"Well, yes, but still."

After stretching a bit, I approached Yu-na, who was standing on the opposite side, and said:

"Yu-na, it's time for patrol."

"Huh? Is it that time already?"

I smiled at Yu-na, who seemed genuinely surprised, and said:

"What, does time fly by that quickly?"

"Yeah, on the first day time seemed to pass slowly, but somehow it feels like it's going faster as days go by."

I know that feeling.

When standing guard in the military or on night watch, time crawls at first, but as you approach the end of your service, it seems to speed up.

It might not be the same for everyone, but that was my experience.

"By the way, isn't that Blue Blossom Cudgel heavy to carry around? You always have it with you even during night watch."

"Hehe, I'm so used to carrying it that I don't even notice it anymore."

As we continued our patrol making small talk, Yu-na suddenly asked me:

"Come to think of it, Ye-a, how long have you known that Hui-hyeon is a descendant of the Enlightened One?"

Since Yu-na hadn't asked anything for the past three weeks, this question felt abrupt.

So without much thought, I replied:

"Um... for quite a while?"

'Idiot.'

As soon as I said "quite a while," my other self called me an idiot.

Oh, I misspoke.

The plan was to say I'd only known for a short time.

"For quite a while... So you've been keeping this from us for a very long time?"

"I'm sorry. I was waiting for the right moment to tell you..."

"Really?"

Yu-na looked ahead for a moment, then turned back to me and said:

"Then when were you planning to tell me that you're a vessel?"

When I heard those words, I stopped in my tracks.

So it's come to this after all.

Where should I begin?

Should I start by explaining that I'm a different kind of vessel than what they call vessels in this world?

"I am..."

'Baek Ye-a.'

My other self called my name, but I ignored her.

Whatever.

Now that she's certain about my identity, I have no choice but to tell her.

"You're right, Yu-na. I am a vessel."

After hearing my words, Yu-na stood silently for a while.

The atmosphere felt like it could explode at any moment if I said the wrong thing.

After standing in silence, Yu-na finally looked at me and asked:

"Since when?"

"From the beginning. Always."

"So you were like this from the moment we first met and greeted each other."

I silently nodded at Yu-na's words.

"Then what about Hui-hyeon?"

To Yu-na's question about whether Hui-hyeon was also a vessel, I shook my head and said:

"No, Hui-hyeon is not a vessel."

"Why did you change your story last time?"

That was my other self's unilateral decision, but there was no point in explaining that I had another self inside me, so I made up an excuse.

"That... I lacked the courage then."

Yu-na gripped the Blue Blossom Cudgel from behind her back and looked at me.

"Baek Ye-a... No, who are you? What should I call you?"

"I'm just Ye-a. Baek Ye-a."

"I'm... confused. Vessels are supposed to be evil beings, but you were nothing like that. You were more like an Exorcist than the Exorcists themselves—kind, good, and an excellent team leader. Was all of this an act? Or was it sincere?"

"Of course it was sincere."

"Then why did you take 'Baek Ye-a's' body? What's your purpose?"

"You see, Yu-na. I..."

Just as I was about to tell Yu-na about the real world—

BOOM—

A loud sound came from the outskirts of the academy.

<>

"Well, I didn't expect it to collapse here."

Honwon muttered as he looked at the collapsed section behind him.

"No matter. The Divine Sandalwood Tree is within reach. Those who can escape, escape. Those who can move, move. Victory is before us."

Soon after emerging from the tunnel, Honwon began advancing toward the Divine Sandalwood Tree, his body radiating demonic energy.

Ch.152 - 1. Blood Battle (3)
I watched as the situation rapidly unfolded. Hwayun, in their original form—a red-eyed girl who appeared to be about Baek Ye-a's age—observed Honwon advancing toward the Divine Sandalwood Tree.

"So this is how things unfold in the end."

In truth, Hwayun had already known about the possibility of Honwon's attack.

The "Eyes" that Hwayun had scattered throughout the Outlands had been sending warnings of ominous signs from the outside.

Yet despite knowing everything, Hwayun had remained silent.

Humans had been careless with the Outlands, allowing such a fatal attack. More importantly, Hwayun saw this as an opportunity to make Lee Hui-hyeon depend on them even more while permanently removing Baek Ye-a.

"I've turned a blind eye, so make it spectacular, Honwon."

Soon after, Hwayun vanished.

***

BOOM—

Once again, the sound of something collapsing shook the academy building.

"What's happening?!"

"Everyone up!"

Amid the tremors, I could hear students who had been on guard duty running from other areas and others getting up from the nearby training hall.

Yuna glanced around briefly, looked at me as if wanting to say something, her mouth opening slightly, then immediately ran toward the training hall.

"What on earth is going on?"

'It's an attack. Can't you feel it? This suffocating demonic energy.'

Indeed, just as my other self had said, I could feel suffocating demonic energy rising all around us.

With this much demonic energy...

"No way..."

No, this wasn't the time to be muttering to myself.

I quickly ran toward the training hall.

"Everyone get up and arm yourselves!"

"Hurry and prepare! We don't have time to waste!"

Given the urgency of the situation, the students were frantically putting on their tactical bags and equipping their weapons.

Among the crowd of students, I searched for Su-a, Ho-jin, and Yuna.

"What's going on? What's with all this demonic energy...?"

In response to Ho-jin's question, I shouted:

"It's an attack! They've advanced all the way to the academy!"

Hearing my words, Su-a exclaimed in disbelief:

"What? That's impossible! Didn't we block their attack at the border?!"

Su-a is great, but sometimes she fails to grasp the situation.

With demonic energy spreading this thickly...

"This isn't the time to argue. Hurry and get ready!"

I urged Su-a up and adjusted my tactical bag, which I had been wearing while on guard duty, making sure it was secure and wouldn't get in the way.

The teachers seemed just as confused as we were. Someone passed by shouting:

"Everyone gather outside as soon as you're ready! This is a red alert! Hurry!"

Soon, I rushed outside with the other students who had finished preparing.

***

Honwon revealed himself on the wide plain at the outskirts of the academy.

The first resistance his forces encountered was from the security forces responsible for maintaining order around Yegak Academy, who had already been on alert at the perimeter.

As alarm bells rang loudly in the vicinity, the security forces that had quickly mobilized were rapidly organizing themselves amid the chaos.

The one fortunate aspect of their confrontation with Honwon was that he was the only high-ranking demon advancing toward the Divine Sandalwood Tree.

To deceive the eyes of those troublesome demon hunters, the strongest demons under Honwon's command had to lead armies on five different fronts.

The problem, however, was that Honwon alone was stronger than all of them combined, and the security forces didn't know the exact scale of the enemy forces.

The demons, who seemed to have suddenly emerged from the ground, were enough to cause great confusion among the security forces.

Having quickly organized themselves amid the chaos, the elite reserve forces advanced toward the group led by Honwon.

"Everyone, prepare!"

Following the orders of Lee Young-soon, the commander of the 1st Battalion of Yegak Academy's security forces, they formed an anti-demon formation to block Honwon.

After looking them over once, Honwon muttered:

"I see. So this is how they've decided to use those with weak spiritual energy. Truly efficiently cruel beings."

"Forward!"

Soon the trumpet sounded, and the security forces formed their formations as they had been trained and advanced toward Honwon and his demon horde.

"Well, it doesn't matter. You all go too."

At Honwon's command, the horde of demons rushed toward the security forces.

"Everyone! Hold your positions! If even one person breaks, it's over! Just follow your training!"

Following the instructions of the squad leader commanding one formation, they tried to continue fighting, striking down demons with the halberds in their hands.

But they were stationed at Yegak Academy and had never experienced real combat.

Soon, a gap formed.

"AAAAGH!"

"HIIIEEK!"

An unnamed soldier was instantly torn apart by a demon that had cleverly slipped through the opening.

But experienced security officers from the frontlines, scattered throughout the formation, filled the gap while shouting desperately:

"Fill the gap! Stay focused! If we break, our comrades behind us die! People die! Hold at all costs!"

They continued to fight against the demons, slowly advancing.

They protected each other's flanks, eliminating blind spots and vulnerabilities to form a human fortress.

Although it seemed endless now, the security forces thought that if exorcists and reinforcements arrived soon, and if they continued like this, perhaps they could win.

Around this time, Honwon, who had been watching the battle from a distance, made his judgment about them.

"Weak. Well, if they were strong, they wouldn't have relied on such petty tricks, so perhaps it's only natural."

Having made his assessment, Honwon placed his hand on the sword hilt at his waist.

***

Students gathered one after another in the open space outside the academy.

Judging by the sound of vehicles urgently arriving around the academy, it seemed they had summoned all students, not just those on duty.

As we waited outside, Ji Seon-hwa approached us shortly after, fully armed, with a frown on her face and a nosebleed.

The students began to murmur at the sight of her seemingly being infiltrated by demonic energy rather than properly repelling it, like other exorcists.

"Everyone, quiet. Is Class 1 all here? Squad leaders, check your members and report to me."

"Baek Ye-a squad, five members total, one absent, no other issues."

"Kim Hwa-in squad, five members total, no issues."

"Seong Hui-cheol squad, five members total, no issues."

After the other students reported their numbers, Ji Seon-hwa pressed her temple firmly and said:

"Good. Students, check your equipment. This may be sudden, but we will soon be deployed to protect the Divine Sandalwood Tree against Honwon.

I don't think any student here will ask why we didn't win already. The situation has already unfolded, and the enemy has advanced to our doorstep by some means. Focus on defeating the enemy right in front of us. Understood?"

The students, who had been murmuring at first, gradually fell silent as Ji Seon-hwa continued speaking.

As she looked around at the students, something flowed down from the corner of her eye.

It was bright red blood.

"Teacher, are you alright? There's blood flowing from your eye."

When one of the students spoke up, unable to ignore it any longer, Ji Seon-hwa wiped the corner of her eye and said:

"This is like a chronic condition of mine. No need to worry about it. Focus on the situation at hand."

Soon after we finished preparing, we waited for orders from above.

***

The sound of something being swung, followed by something like wind brushing past their bodies.

At first, they felt that something was wrong.

While fighting the demons, suddenly the demons' movements stopped.

Soon after, the demons' bodies collapsed as if being cut into pieces, spilling their blood onto the ground.

As they wondered what had just happened, they saw a man approaching the security forces from a distance.

Even to the security forces without spiritual power, the man had an extraordinary presence.

They knew he was the target they needed to defeat.

The battalion commander, having confirmed Honwon's appearance, was about to give the order to advance when suddenly an ominous feeling spread throughout his body.

A foreboding feeling that he shouldn't move even slightly.

But he was about to give the order to advance when he felt something drop with a thud.

It was his arm.

"...!"

No sooner had he let out a silent scream than their vision turned red as blood began to gush from their entire bodies.

Then they were split, cut, and burst apart.

Without even properly understanding what was happening to them, within minutes of Honwon placing his hand on his sword, they had been reduced to dozens of meaningless pieces of meat.

Extinction Flow: Massacre of Ten Thousand

It was Honwon's technique, created solely to kill annoying weaklings.
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With a crack, Honwon passes through the crowd of people whose bodies are exploding.

He merely places his hand on the sword hilt as he passes, but each time he does, the comrades advancing ahead are instantly slaughtered.

This inhuman massacre, beyond the scope of human comprehension, was enough to crush the morale of the security officers in the rear.

One by one, they lost their fighting spirit and retreated slightly each time they approached, but even their captain couldn't blame them.

They were just as afraid.

No matter how well-trained they were or how many experienced frontline officers were among them, they were still just rear security forces.

Losing their will to fight when faced with such an abnormal monster was only natural.

"What are you all doing? The enemy is still right in front of us! If our line breaks, we'll all die anyway! Form ranks and face them!"

At the command of Battalion Commander Lee Young-soon, who couldn't stand watching any longer, the officers gritted their teeth and began to advance again.

Since Honwon personally killed both monsters and security officers, the frontline had actually gained some breathing room.

If they could somehow hold out until the exorcists arrived, surely some solution would present itself.

If they remained vigilant enough, they might even be able to block attacks like the previous one.

They rationalized this way as they faced Honwon, and died.

And as Honwon muttered something, chunks of flesh began to gather from multiple directions, merging and rising.

What gradually took shape was something with haphazardly woven muscles and multiple faces attached.

---

Once Ji Seon-hwa started bleeding, it showed no signs of stopping.

After losing so much blood, Ji Seon-hwa finally collapsed sideways.

"Teacher!"

Fortunately, a student who was watching from the front quickly supported her, preventing her from hitting the ground hard, but her condition still looked serious.

"I'm... fine. This much is..."

"Teacher! Please don't push yourself!"

I spoke up, unable to watch any longer, but Ji Seon-hwa supported herself with one hand and continued.

"No, a big battle is coming... I have a duty to fight..."

She tried to get up somehow but eventually closed her eyes and went limp.

Seeing this, several students ran off somewhere, and shortly after, the school nurse Si Eun-mi came rushing over with the students.

She immediately examined Ji Seon-hwa's condition, then sighed deeply and said:

"Haa, I told her not to overdo it."

She then took out a syringe from her inner pocket and injected Ji Seon-hwa, who coughed a few times before the bleeding stopped.

Watching this scene, I suddenly remembered Ji Seon-hwa's final moments from the previous cycle.

Ji Seon-hwa was a victim of "The Black Death."

Soon orders came down from above, and we had to move.

"Everyone, just a moment. I have something to say."

Huye Jin stopped the students who were about to head to the front lines.

"Actually, before this incident occurred, I contacted my family and requested that some personnel who should have been deployed to the front lines be sent here instead."

The students murmured at Huye Jin's words.

"Does that mean reinforcements might be coming?" I asked.

Huye Jin shook her head and replied, "Yes, thanks to the advice Ye-a gave me."

At Huye Jin's words, Jeon In-hwa and Jin Seo-yeon glanced at me.

"I thought I should at least tell you all. They probably didn't fully understand the situation either, but they must have sensed that something unusual was happening."

This time, Jin Seo-yeon spoke up in response to Huye Jin.

"Then shouldn't we just wait here and join up with the exorcists you called? We don't have a commander now."

With Ji Seon-hwa collapsed, we were now without a leader.

"If we had enough time, I would have done that... but by then, the situation would be over one way or another."

"What? Then calling them was pointless. Did you gather us just to tell us this?"

In response to Jin Seo-yeon's sharp tone, Huye Jin said, "If we somehow fight and buy time, we can hold out until they arrive."

"Then we should move now. Let's all meet at the outskirts. Get ready, everyone. We'll go first and attack Honwon."

"Wait! We don't have a commander right now. In this situation, we should stick together even more!"

Jin Seo-yeon snorted at Huye Jin's words and said, "No, not having a commander is precisely why we should split up and move separately."

With that, Jin Seo-yeon was the first to rush off with her team members.

"Wait, Jin Seo-yeon!"

Though Jin Seo-yeon didn't explain, her reasoning made sense.

In a critical situation where life and death are determined in seconds, having team leaders of equal rank trying to coordinate while fighting without overarching authority?

I know from the previous cycle how suicidal that is.

It's actually better for exorcists, who can each do the work of a hundred people, to fight in the smaller teams they've built rapport and teamwork with.

Moreover, we're not just facing hordes of monsters but Honwon as well.

No matter how many exorcists there are, they'll die if they can't handle Honwon.

In that case, moving separately like this seemed better.

While the other students hesitated to make up their minds, I spoke up.

"Let's move too."

"Is it okay for us to move on our own like this? Wouldn't it be better to join up with another team?" Yu-na asked.

I shook my head and said, "No, that would make us too numerous and chaotic. It's better if we fight on our own and they fight on theirs. We're exorcists after all."

As I drew my sword, Ho-jin said, "If the team leader has decided, we should follow."

"I'll take the lead. Everyone follow me."

With those words, I led the way as the students left the academy with me.

Originally, as students, we should have retreated to the forest area between the Divine Sandalwood Tree and Yegak Academy, but because of Honwon's Night Parade of a Hundred Demons warning, we were the only available exorcists for the front lines.

No matter how valuable we were as talents, it couldn't be helped in such an emergency.

Even now, specially selected swift personnel were rushing at full speed to inform the front lines that Honwon had invaded, but we all knew the truth.

By the time the news reached the exorcists at the front, everything would already be over one way or another.

"Enlightenment shall destroy demons..." Su-a muttered anxiously.

Even as we ran, I could hear people coming out and murmuring anxiously.

"Exorcist, what's happening? I felt tremors while sleeping..."

"Please go back inside! No matter what happens, you absolutely must not come out!"

By the time we had passed through these confused people and nearly reached the outskirts, security officers were already throwing away their weapons and fleeing.

Yu-na, standing beside me, looked at the security officers and said, "What's with them? Aren't they security officers?"

Security officers who should be holding Honwon back at the front were fleeing, even abandoning their weapons, which meant the front line had collapsed.

They couldn't hold out after all.

Honwon was too powerful an enemy for them to face.

Even I, fighting at my peak in the previous cycle, had barely managed to defeat him.

"What are you doing with the enemy right in front of you? Throwing away your weapons and fleeing the battlefield! Stop right now!" Ho-jin shouted at the fleeing security officers.

Normally, they would have stopped at an exorcist's words, but whatever they had seen had terrified them so much that they seemed blindly fixated on survival.

I stopped Ho-jin as he tried to grab one of them and said, "Wait, Ho-jin. I don't think there's any use stopping them now."

"But...!"

"Even if we force them to come with us, they're in no state to fight properly. Let's hurry to the front."

As we ran through the crowd, I spoke to my other self.

*Hey, did you know Honwon would attack like this?*

To my question, my other self answered readily.

*Yes. I knew.*

I almost stopped in my tracks but continued running as I asked my other self:

*You knew? Then why didn't you say anything?*

*Because that way, we could send Hui-hyeon far away from here.*

I was momentarily speechless at how he spoke as if there was nothing left to hide.

Right, even though we've grown closer lately, this guy is a yokai.

And not just any yokai, but a great yokai like Honwon.

Trying my best to hide my emotional turmoil, I asked my other self:

*...Why?*

*Why should I tell you that? Focus on what's ahead now. Something's approaching.*

"There's something up ahead."

Just as my other self spoke, Yu-na stopped and said the same thing.

As the students halted one by one, a very heavy, damp energy could be felt approaching from the front.

A monster with crudely attached red muscle masses and multiple faces.

It was a monster created by Honwon in the previous cycle.

"Blue Blossom Cudgel Style First Form: Gathering Disciples"

The moment Yu-na confirmed that the thing before us was a monster, she instantly rushed forward and struck it, causing the upper part of the monster's body to explode with a dull sound.

As Yu-na was about to turn her back, thinking it was dead, I quickly shouted:

"It's not dead yet!"

With my shout, I quickly ran forward with my sword and sliced the creature to pieces, infusing my blade with spiritual energy.

Yu-na probably thought that part was its head when she struck, but it wasn't.

Looking at the red tentacle that had tried to reach her but now hung limply, Yu-na said to me:

"...Thanks."

I nodded slightly to Yu-na and said:

"These creatures don't have what you'd call a head. When you attack, don't leave any part of their form intact. We can't always do this, so be careful."

---

They keep coming, tirelessly.

They continue to approach.

Of course, some fled, but the few security officers in front, despite their fear and even tears, kept coming forward.

What was it that moved them, these weak beings, to act this way?

Watching them, Honwon muttered:

"Your defiance against me is foolhardy. No human praises an ant for trying to bite them. They simply step on it and kill it. Your hostility toward me is the same."

His tone was somewhat self-deprecating.

Ch.154 - 1. Blood Battle (5)
After Baek Ye-a's team and Jin Seo-yeon's team had departed, the remaining Class 1 students could only move after Seo Ye-rim, the Class 2 teacher, arrived and gave individual orders to join up.

This was an order that should have been issued along with the deployment command, but due to the chaotic situation, part of the orders had been omitted.

Huye Jin spoke to Seo Ye-rim.

"Teacher Seo Ye-rim, Baek Ye-a's team and Jin Seo-yeon's team have already departed."

Hearing Huye Jin's words, Seo Ye-rim nodded and said:

"Oh dear, I understand. Hurry and join up with the Class 2 students. We've just received standby orders from above."

"Standby orders? How can we be on standby when time is of the essence?"

"Teacher! Someone else has come from headquarters!"

"Yes, I got it."

At the student's words, Seo Ye-rim spoke while moving:

"We've received information that monsters are pouring in from the front lines. The higher-ups want us to evacuate civilians first before deploying. For now, they say the security forces will try to buy time at the front somehow."

"The security forces are just ordinary people with no special abilities. How are such people supposed to stop monsters and Honwon? And what about the two teams that already left?"

After hearing Seo Ye-rim's explanation, Huye Jin questioned her confrontationally, but Seo Ye-rim responded irritably:

"That's what they ordered from above! I'm just as confused about the current situation as you are!"

"Teacher!"

"Yes, I got it!"

Seo Ye-rim ran toward the other students as if she had no more time to deal with this.

"Baek Ye-a, Jin Seo-yeon..."

Huye Jin murmured worriedly, looking in the direction where the two teams had rushed off.

<>

"Monsters keep pouring in from the outskirts!"

Ho-jin shouted.

Monsters were swarming everywhere, slowly but steadily heading toward the residential areas where people lived.

Were they planning to tie up what little exorcist forces we had while taking people hostage?

This was truly a textbook example of a skilled fighter who knew exactly how to infuriate their enemy.

I paused briefly and said to the kids:

"If we continue like this, Honwon will be upon us in no time."

Hearing my words, Yu-na spoke up.

"So what are you suggesting? Let the monsters be and head straight for Honwon, regardless of whether people die or not? Is that what you're saying?"

Yu-na seemed wary of what I was saying, knowing that I was a vessel.

Of course, that wasn't what I meant at all, so I told her:

"That's not what I'm thinking. But if we keep fighting monsters like this, the moment Honwon reaches the Divine Sandalwood Tree, the Human World is finished."

"So sacrifice the few for the many?"

"It's still better than the 'world-ending' we'll face if we lose the Divine Sandalwood Tree."

At the mention of "world-ending," Yu-na slightly furrowed her brow.

"World-ending?"

I looked at Yu-na and said:

"Yu-na, I understand if you don't trust me, but I'm an Exorcist who's determined to save the Human World. We might lose everything if we focus only on saving the people right in front of us."

"So that's how you see people, Ye-a. Calculating who to let die so others can live..."

"Yu-na, I..."

As the conversation between Yu-na and me seemed to be getting longer, Ho-jin interrupted:

"Wait! This isn't the time for us to be talking like this. Jeong Yu-na! This is a wartime situation, and Ye-a is our team leader. You should follow whatever she says! And Baek Ye-a! What are you doing trying to persuade her?"

Su-a agreed with Ho-jin's words and exclaimed:

"I agree with Ho-jin. Discussion is important, but now is not the time for this!"

"...You're right, this isn't the time. Sorry for nitpicking, Ye-a."

"No, it's okay. Everyone, let's bypass all these monsters. Right now, we need to catch the bigger monster to prevent greater sacrifices. We'll run straight to where I sense Honwon's energy. Got it?"

"Yes!"

"Okay!"

"...Understood."

I started running again, leading the kids.

The entire journey was a continuous battle.

Slashing, cutting, and more slashing, endlessly.

"They keep coming."

Even though we were trying to bypass them to go straight to Honwon, the monsters' attacks were incredibly persistent.

It made me realize that if we had tried to fight off every monster along the way, we truly wouldn't have been able to reach Honwon.

We pressed forward toward Honwon without even having time to assess our surroundings.

<>

"Those who lack enlightenment die without even knowing what's happening to them."

Jin Seo-yeon suddenly recalled her father's words.

"Ugh... nngh..."

"My stomach, my body..."

"Aaagh..."

Jin Seo-yeon was desperately leading her remaining uninjured team members to a safe hiding place, taking out first aid supplies from her tactical bag to treat the others.

Her team members, not knowing that the monsters they first encountered had no vital spots, had blown off what appeared to be the heads before trying to deal with the next monster, resulting in critical injuries.

If Jin Seo-yeon hadn't rushed in immediately to deploy the techniques of the Annihilation Divine Spear style, her team members would surely have died.

Even after treating all their visible wounds, it would be impossible for them to move.

Jin Seo-yeon's team's offensive had come to a standstill.

<>

As the entire field was stained red with blood, Honwon walked across it with light steps.

There was no longer anyone standing in Honwon's way.

There were annoying Exorcists, but they were inferior in quality compared to the Exorcists dispatched to the front lines.

Therefore, they could be defeated easily.

Thinking this while moving forward, someone suddenly appeared before Honwon.

A woman with snow-white silver hair and fractured blue eyes.

It was Via, the hawk Divine Beast who had recently chosen her own name.

"You, who were once a divine beast. Do you intend to stop me?"

At Honwon's words, Via shook her head and said:

"No, if I had wanted to stop you, I would have done so already. I have no interest in whether humans die or face extinction. I abandoned such trivial attachments in the distant past long ago. However."

Saying this, Via took one step forward.

"One of my few remaining attachments, the most important one, is heading this way."

Without waiting for Via to finish, Honwon clashed swords with her.

Blocking the blade with the edge of her hand, Via said to Honwon:

"Attacking with your sword first? Your hands have become quite rough, haven't they?"

"I have no courtesy for someone who betrayed us and became a mere beast. Or will you join the Night Parade of a Hundred Demons now to atone for your sins?"

"No."

"Then you must die."

With those final words, they began a battle of pure strength.

A pure contest of power without any form or tricks.

The surrounding blood began to scatter from the collision of energies emanating from them.

After exchanging several blows, Via separated from Honwon and said:

"We don't need to fight like this. I just need to confirm the safety of one person."

"Are you talking about your descendant, Baek Ye-a?"

"No, I'm talking about Jeong Yu-na."

Upon hearing "Jeong Yu-na," Honwon looked at Via.

"The surname Jeong sounds somehow familiar."

"It's the same Jeong you know."

"Ha, so that descendant is still alive? I thought they had all died in the past."

"They might as well have all died—only Jeong Yu-na remains of his descendants now. So what will you do?"

Hearing Via's words, Honwon smiled and said:

"I'll kill her. You and that man are all the same to me."

"Negotiation was impossible from the start."

"It's laughable that you thought negotiation was possible. Do you still see me as the Divine Palace follower who used to follow you? Any more time is wasted. Stop babbling and die."

With those final words, Honwon infused the sword with a red energy flow.

As Honwon swung the sword, Via rushed forward and struck Honwon with a palm strike.

<>

After dealing only with the necessary monsters and following the energy trail, we finally reached a place where Honwon's presence felt very close.

The surrounding area looked like there had been a major battle—grass was messily cut down, flags and weapons were scattered about, chopped up and covered in blood.

"There's so much blood, but not a single corpse," Su-a murmured.

None of us responded to Su-a.

We already knew how the bodies had been used.

Su-a must have realized it too, as she silently followed us.

"Ye-a, over there!"

As we arrived at the front, we saw someone deeply impaled by Honwon's sword.

"That woman is..."

Yu-na murmured quietly as she looked at the scene.

The person with the sword piercing her body was the Divine Beast who had attacked me before.

Ch.155 - 1. Blood Battle (6)
The good days flow too quickly into the past.

Via, the hawk divine beast, suddenly had this thought.

"Lord! Lord! Look at this! The flower bloomed so beautifully!"

A young child came running over and hugged Via's leg.

Via smiled at the child who proudly showed her the plucked flower and said, "My, what a beautiful flower indeed."

Via took the flower from the child and held it up.

"Hehe..."

"But you shouldn't do this."

"Huh? Why not?"

"Because flowers are precious living things too."

With those words, Via replanted the flower she was holding back into the ground. The replanted flower began to take root again and regain its vitality.

The child, watching this process, murmured with sparkling eyes, "Wow... That's amazing, Lord!"

"You see, everything is most beautiful when it's alive. Always remember that."

"Yes, Lord! I'll always remember that everything is most beautiful when it's alive!"

The child spoke with an expression that suggested they were deeply moved by Via's words.

"But, Lord."

"Yes?"

When Via turned to the child with a gentle expression, she saw Honwon standing there.

"If everything alive is beautiful, why did you leave us to die?"


"...Cough!"

Via, snapping out of her reverie, coughed up a handful of blood.

At the same time, she felt a burning sensation piercing her abdomen.

I see, that was just a flashback.

Honwon then swung his sword, throwing Via sideways. Her body spewed blood as it rolled across the ground.

Watching this scene, Baek Ye-a thought:

What's going on? Why is that divine beast fighting with Honwon?

But now wasn't the time to worry about such questions.

Right in front of her was Honwon, the great demon and the culprit behind this attack.

"It's been a while. Are you still in there, Baek Ye? And the one next to you..."

Honwon's gaze shifted to Jeong Yu-na standing beside Baek Ye-a.

"I see, looking at that hair, I understand. You're still adhering to those old traditions."

As Honwon spoke, he sheathed his sword, and seeing this, Baek Ye-a shouted:

"Here he comes! Everyone, defend!"

"Soul Destruction Style: Ten Thousand Cruel Deaths"

In an instant, something passed by as the wind swept through the area.

"Ugh!"

At the same time, blood spurted from Han Su-a's arm, but she gritted her teeth and suppressed the bleeding with her muscles.

"Su-a!"

Yeon Ho-jin called out Han Su-a's name, but she shouted back:

"I'm fine! Right now, let's focus on the enemy in front of us!"

"Indeed, even if the quality has declined, you're still exorcists of Yegak Academy, aren't you?"

Baek Ye-a didn't miss the opportunity while Honwon was being complacent and launched an attack.

"Baekri Divine Sword Style: Fourth Form - Unseen Flight, Unheard Sound"

Despite the sword strike that penetrated his stance in an instant, Honwon wasn't flustered at all.

Rather, as if he had anticipated such an attack, he parried the sword and then emanated a red energy flow from his blade, attempting to cut down Baek Ye-a.

"Kuk!"

But Baek Ye-a, who had been reading Honwon's attacks with her "Eyes," kicked Honwon's body with her foot.

"Baekri Divine Sword Style: First Form - Azure Sky Hawk Flight"

He easily parried the first clean strike with his sword.

"Baekri Divine Sword Style: Eighth Form - Feathers Sinking Ships"

And he effortlessly blocked the subsequent combo attacks.

Baek Ye-a continued with the best possible attacks during the brief moment when Honwon's stance was disrupted, but Honwon seemed to be finding his rhythm within Baek Ye-a's attacks.

And Baek Ye-a realized:

Honwon already "knew" which forms she would use to attack.

Therefore, if she continued using the Baekri Divine Sword Style and showed an opening, she would be the one to suffer.

Baek Ye-a had brought the children along because she had no excuse to leave them behind, but she had no intention of involving them in the fight. She wondered if the children would be able to defeat Honwon if she were to fall.

It's impossible. Given their current level, the children absolutely cannot defeat Honwon.

"Ye-a!"

As the other children tried to rush forward, Baek Ye-a, who was facing off against Honwon, shouted:

"No! Stay back!"

"But it's too much for you alone!"

"That's an order from your team leader. Fall back!"

"Do you have time to look away with me in front of you, Baek Ye-a?"

While she was turning around to stop the children, Honwon had already closed the distance.

"Kuk!"

Barely blocking Honwon's sword, Baek Ye-a began to face him based on pure skill.

Cut, evade, defend—a perfect sequence that, to an observer, would look like a choreographed sparring match. The three others didn't even dare to intervene in the fight.

A pure contest of strength without any forms or techniques.

But although it seemed even at first glance, Jeong Yu-na could tell:

Honwon was going easy on Baek Ye-a.

The moment Honwon decided to, the precariously maintained balance would tip in his favor, and it was all too clear that Baek Ye-a would suffer a fatal wound.

"..."

Jeong Yu-na readjusted her grip on the Blue Blossom Cudgel, looking for an opportunity to join the fight.

Without even a moment to assess the surrounding situation, Baek Ye-a struggled against Honwon while noticing similarities between Honwon's swordsmanship and Lee Hui-hyeon's.

This reminded Baek Ye-a of a previous encounter with Hui-hyeon.

<>

"Hui-hyeon, what technique do you use that makes you so strong?"

In response to Baek Ye-a's question, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"I don't use any particular technique."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a spoke as if she couldn't believe it:

"But you used the Yeonseong Sword Technique quite well back in Seoha Village."

"I needed to blend in back then. I didn't want to stand out unnecessarily."

"That sounds like a lie."

The reason Baek Ye-a couldn't believe Lee Hui-hyeon's words was because she was still trapped in her knowledge of the "game."

At least in the game, Lee Hui-hyeon started with the Yeonseong Sword Technique and gradually mastered various sword techniques to become stronger.

But now he was saying he didn't use any techniques? Baek Ye-a couldn't believe it.

"It's true. If you want, we can spar. I won't use any techniques, so you can use all the techniques you know against me. That should prove it."

"Alright, let's spar."

In the sparring that naturally followed their conversation, Baek Ye-a used all means at her disposal—the Baekri Divine Sword Style, the Baekri Sword Technique, sword techniques infused with the essence of the Destruction Divine Spear Style, and even a sword technique mimicking the Huye Clan's shooting arrows with a single thrust—but still experienced defeat.

In the end, Baek Ye-a, panting, had to say to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"Hui-hyeon, please, just let me hit your shoulder once. I need to feel better about this."

"Sure, here."

"I meant your arm!"

"Owww!"

When Lee Hui-hyeon offered his shoulder, Baek Ye-a immediately grabbed his arm and pinched it.

After the sparring ended, Baek Ye-a said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"You really are strong. Even without using any techniques."

"There's a reason why I'm strong."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a turned to him.

"Is it a strength I can imitate?"

"No."

Lee Hui-hyeon responded definitively to Baek Ye-a's question.

Just as Baek Ye-a was about to resign herself to the impossibility, Lee Hui-hyeon continued:

"It's not just about imitation. You can definitely become like me. If you destroy 'false enlightenment' and look at your true self within, eventually everyone walks this path. 'Enlightenment will destroy demons.' All truth is contained in these words."

"That's quite difficult to understand."

"You're smart, so you'll definitely understand. Definitely."

Lee Hui-hyeon spoke to Baek Ye-a with certainty.

<>

I see. I suddenly realized.

If you destroy false enlightenment and face yourself within, eventually everyone walks the same path as Hui-hyeon.

Just like this Honwon before me.

After striking swords simultaneously with Honwon, I stepped back and looked at him.

Then Honwon briefly withdrew his sword, looked at me, and said:

"You seem to have gained some insight, Baek Ye-a."

"It seems so."

Honwon smirked and said to me:

"After all this, you're still the same stubborn person. Is that it?"

As soon as he finished speaking, Honwon charged at me again.

<>

Parrying Honwon's sword again, Baek Ye-a began to match Honwon's swordplay evenly.

Baek Ye-a blocked as if she already knew where the sword would come from, while Honwon swung his sword trying to break through Baek Ye-a's defense.

The battle had become a contest between spear and shield, and just when Baek Ye-a herself saw a slight advantage—

"Cough!"

Dark red blood poured from Baek Ye-a's mouth, soaking Honwon's clothes.

"Ye-a!"

Jeong Yu-na called out Baek Ye-a's name, but she couldn't approach carelessly as Baek Ye-a convulsed with her body pierced.

Honwon brought his mouth close to Baek Ye-a's ear and said:

"Were you only focusing on the sword? Your level is commendable for your age, but still immature."

At the same time, Honwon twisted his hand that had penetrated Baek Ye-a's body.

"Argh!"

Jeong Yu-na, who had rushed in using a technique, struck at Honwon, but he easily blocked her Blue Blossom Cudgel with the handle of the sword he held in his other hand.

Then he struck Jeong Yu-na's head with the sword handle.

"Ugh!"

Seeing Jeong Yu-na kneeling down with a short cry, Baek Ye-a twisted her body while groaning in pain.

So I couldn't win after all.

She had seen a brief glimmer of hope, but the gap in years of experience was too great.

The distance between herself, who had just found a clue to enlightenment, and Honwon, who had continued to refine himself after gaining enlightenment, was this vast.

Honwon brought his ear close to Baek Ye-a, who was gasping for air.

"Do you have something to say?"

"You... bas..."

After Baek Ye-a unexpectedly bit Honwon's ear, he threw her to the ground and looked at Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a in front of him, saying:

"Well, will you come to me, or will you go?"

Despite Honwon's intimidating presence, Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a didn't cower at all.

Holding her sword in stance, Yeon Ho-jin said to Honwon:

"We are exorcists. Our duty is clear."

"Then die."

As the two charged at Honwon with battle cries, the sound of something being cut was heard.

"No... No!"

As her vision gradually darkened, Baek Ye-a desperately crawled along the ground.

This can't happen.

If things continue like this, everything will end again.

Everyone will die in the end.

She would break her promise to be a heroine who helps Lee Hui-hyeon in this life.

As Baek Ye-a was driven to despair, a voice began to echo within her:

'Do you want to save them?'

Ch.156 - 1. Blood Battle (7)
Do you remember, Hui-hyeon?

When I lost everything and first met you.

When I was crying that everything was over, you told me it wasn't over yet.

You even made me delicious porridge.

After that, every day with you was difficult, but each day was as warm as sunshine.

......

Don't worry, Hui-hyeon.

No matter where you are or how you live.

No matter what form you take.

I will definitely find you.

And I promise to make you happy.

Because I am your Ye-a.

Because I am only your Heroine.

<>

When I opened my eyes, I found myself in a familiar white space I had visited before.

"...?"

Feeling something strange, I unconsciously touched my stomach, but all I felt was smooth bare skin.

Then I realized I was completely naked, without a single piece of clothing on my white body.

"Those who fail to achieve enlightenment are bound to see blood one way or another. In that sense, should I say your enlightenment came too late? I achieved enlightenment faster than you did."

Looking toward the voice, I saw another me sitting in a chair reading a book.

"Still, you did enough. You deserve praise, my other self."

The other me soon closed the book and looked at me.

Golden eyes with red rims.

The same eyes I had seen in the mirror in the past.

And the moment I saw the red, I remembered what situation I had been in until just now.

Yes, I was definitely...

"..."

Knowing I couldn't get up by my own will in this situation, I spoke to my other self.

"You. What exactly are you plotting?"

"Plotting?"

"You said you predicted this situation well enough. Why didn't you say anything?"

At my question, my other self smiled coldly and said:

"I would have told you. It was to keep Hui-hyeon far away."

With those words, my other self stood up from the chair.

"Baek Ye-a, have you been unconsciously considering me friendly because I've been acting kindly toward you and giving you advice these past few days?"

With my other self's cold smile, I suddenly realized what this other me had done.

This other me was the mastermind behind the tragedy at Seoha Village and the one planning to annihilate Myeongju.

I had forgotten for a moment.

"So what do you gain from this? Everyone dying? Is that what you want?"

Hearing my words, my other self shook her head and said:

"No, as I said before, my goal is to help Hui-hyeon."

"If you wanted to help, you shouldn't have created this situation. How many people have suffered because of you!? After creating this situation, how dare you...!"

As I was about to continue speaking heatedly, my other self extended her hand to stop me.

"Ah, please don't spew such short-sighted nonsense. Consider my position having to listen to someone who knows nothing babbling on. It's disgusting to my ears."

My other self approached me slowly and said:

"Baek Ye-a. Do you know the true nature of this world?"

Instead of waiting for my answer, my other self continued:

"This world is a distorted place created by 'patricides' who murdered their 'parents' and turned them into beasts, stealing and exploiting their 'parents'' power. Those self-proclaimed Exorcists are those very people. Originally, the Destroyer should have annihilated these patricides and resolved everything, but as everyone knows, that didn't happen."

My other self, who had been spinning in place, stopped and brought her hands together to form a circle as she spoke:

"Therefore, the Unkillable who seeks to destroy this world is inevitable. This world should have perished and disappeared long ago."

This time, my other self split the circle of her fingers in half and continued:

"Yokai and demons are ultimately just the natural consequences of the sins committed by their distant ancestors, not something that suddenly appeared out of nowhere."

"So what? Are you saying everything should be destroyed now to set things right? By willingly sacrificing our lives to yokai?"

When I spoke sarcastically, my other self laughed and said:

"If I had reached such a pessimistic conclusion, I wouldn't have done everything up to now. All I want is Hui-hyeon's happiness. Hui-hyeon's happiness is my only truth."

At my other self's words, I couldn't help but laugh mockingly.

Crazy woman.

Even though it's me, that's a crazy woman.

Did becoming a great yokai make her lose her mind?

I glared at my other self and said:

"How ridiculous. I want Hui-hyeon's happiness too. At least I know Hui-hyeon will never be happy with your methods."

Hearing my words, my other self looked at me with a vaguely familiar smile and said:

"You know, Baek Ye-a. Why do you think I summoned you here specifically now?"

Somehow, my other self was now embracing me.

Before I could even think about when this happened, my other self pressed her face close to mine.

I tried to push her away by tensing my body, but my other self gripped my arm with strong force.

"It's useless. You're already in my hands."

My other self whispered to me:

"Baek Ye-a. Listen carefully. If you continue like this in reality, you'll die. And one person has already died."

Before I could even process the shock of someone having died, my other self continued:

"Baek Ye-a, I'm going to make you a proposal now. Let's become one again."

"What...?"

"It's simple. We, who were originally split, will become one again. Then you'll not only regain the strength from the first cycle, but you'll also completely unite with your body that you still feel disconnected from. And you'll recover your memories too."

I felt a strong aversion to my other self's words.

Becoming one again?

If that happened, there was no guarantee that I would still remain human after becoming one, regardless of which side took control.

As if reading my reluctance, my other self said:

"And the truth is, you love Hui-hyeon too, don't you...?"

"..."

Hearing my other self's words, I couldn't find anything to say in response.

I love Hui-hyeon? Me?

But why couldn't I deny it?

How do I really feel about Hui-hyeon...?

As my mind was in confusion, my other self continued speaking to me:

"Above all, your body in the current reality is dying. Because you're dying, the 'boundary' has become blurred, making this the perfect opportunity to become one. Do you really think you can overcome this situation as a human? Think about everyone else, not just yourself. Opportunities to save everyone by sacrificing something like this don't come often..."

After thinking about my other self's whispered words for a moment, I said:

"...No, I still can't become one with you."

"You'll die if you don't, you know?"

At my other self's words, I snorted.

Thinking about it, this was such a simple issue—what had I been thinking?

I said to my other self:

"Yes, and if I die, Hui-hyeon will be sad. And if I die, it will cause problems for you too."

My statement about my death causing problems for my other self was just a guess.

Hearing my words, my other self stared at me for a while, and I met her gaze and said:

"So save me. By whatever means necessary."

Hearing my words, my other self sighed deeply and said:

"You don't want to become one again, but you want power?"

"I'm afraid that if we become one, I might go crazy like you even though I'm perfectly fine now."

Hearing my words, my other self thought for a moment and said:

"Well, I thought you might say that. I guess this method was impossible after all."

Then my other self thrust her hand into my chest.

"Ugh!"

I let out a painful groan as I felt something sharp entering and mixing within me.

I tried to resist with all my might as I felt something seeping into me from my chest, but my other self just stared at me expressionlessly.

"Let go...!"

"Alright."

When I grabbed her wrist and applied pressure, my other self surprisingly withdrew her hand from my chest and stepped back.

"What...?"

As I looked at her suspiciously, my other self said to me:

"The second method for when you refused to become one with me."

"What exactly did you do to me?"

"You'll find out after you wake up, won't you?"

My other self sighed and said:

"My other self. When you wake up, I will no longer exist within you. I'm going back now."

My other self waved her hand at me as she spoke.

Momentarily dumbfounded by this, I said to my other self:

"What? You could go back all along but stayed?"

"Because I had things to do inside you. And although it's not the best solution, I've finished what I needed to do. See you later."

<>

"...Huff! Cough!"

I barely managed to kneel and bend forward, twisting my body.

"Argh...!"

I felt the sensation of the area where Honwon had pierced me healing again.

Ch.157 - 1. Blood Battle (8)
The nighttime evacuation operation had filled the streets with people.

"Move carefully and watch your step!"

"Elderly, children, and infants board the vehicles first! No cutting in line!"

Exorcists shouted instructions as they moved about busily.

Among them were Yu Ji-a and the Dragon Blood Clan children.

"Ji-a unnie, Ji-a unnie. What's happening? Are we having a festival?"

Yu Ji-a responded to Yu Ha-ri's question.

"No, Ha-ri. This isn't a festival."

"I'm sleepy... I want to go to bed..."

"Aaaah! I'm not a pillow! Stop hugging me!"

While the children chattered among themselves, Yu Ji-a alone wore a serious expression, staring into the distance where she could sense Demonic Energy.

"I hope everyone's okay..."

Her anxious murmur dispersed into the night air.

---

Han Su-a, who had been convulsing in pain, suddenly went limp as if she'd lost consciousness.

Honwon had won.

There had been some annoying people blocking his path briefly, but in the end, they all met their expected fate and were dying at his feet.

As Honwon looked around and was about to walk away, someone grabbed his ankle.

"It's not... over yet."

Despite bleeding profusely, Yeon Ho-jin painfully grabbed Honwon's ankle with both hands.

Honwon pulled his foot from Yeon Ho-jin's grasp and said:

"You've already lost."

As Honwon tried to walk away, his foot was caught again.

"Do you still harbor the vain hope that you can stop me? Look at yourself. You're dying even without me doing anything. Accept your defeat and die quietly."

Normally, Honwon wouldn't have bothered with Yeon Ho-jin further.

Not out of mercy, but because he wanted Yeon Ho-jin to die painfully.

Honwon believed that sinners should die suffering as they deserved.

But Yeon Ho-jin's next words made Honwon stop in his tracks.

"Dying? Did you say I'm dying?"

When Honwon turned around, he saw blood-covered Yeon Ho-jin coughing up a mouthful of blood.

His internal organs were severely damaged, and death was imminent, yet Yeon Ho-jin's eyes burned with more hostility than ever before.

"No, you're the one who's dying. From what I can see, you won't last long. Your actions, your karma will surely crush you. After slaughtering so many innocent humans, you will certainly die...!"

"Sin? Innocent?"

Until then, Honwon had maintained an expressionless face during their conversation, but now he showed something resembling emotion as he spoke to Yeon Ho-jin.

"Do you truly believe that? That you people are without sin?"

Honwon walked over to Yeon Ho-jin, grabbed him by the hair, and twisted his head.

"Guk...!"

"Just because you have no awareness of your sins, do you think I'll accept whatever nonsense you spout? I'll return your words to you. You all die today because of the sins you committed in the past."

Gradually, Yeon Ho-jin's neck was being twisted to an angle it should never bend.

"At least die showing reverence to the heaven you've forsaken."

With a cracking sound that should never come from a neck, Yeon Ho-jin's body went limp.

The Exorcist from Aryeong died just like that.

As Honwon moved elsewhere, he turned back to look at the fallen Baek Ye-a, Via, and Jeong Yu-na.

"Should I cut off their heads?"

He muttered briefly, but soon changed his mind about decapitating them.

The bodies of Exorcists and Divine Beasts made excellent materials for creating new monsters.

Of course, he would have to thoroughly destroy their consciousness to prevent resistance, but even moving on instinct alone, bodies with such skills would undoubtedly be valuable assets.

Having finished this thought, he turned forward and walked away.

After some time had passed, Baek Ye-a opened her eyes again.

---

Though my wounds had healed, I was still in pain as I forced myself to get up and look around.

What I saw were children lying on the ground, bleeding.

"No...! Ugh...!"

I shouted and tried to run toward them, but fell when I felt a pulling sensation in my stomach.

"Yu-na, Ho-jin, Su-a...!"

Even though I had recovered somewhat, I couldn't quite pull myself together. I called their names as I crawled toward them, but there was no response.

After catching my breath, I forcibly activated my energy channels to stand up, only to face a horrific scene.

Yu-na bleeding from her head, Su-a with one wrist severed, and...

"No! Ho-jin!"

I called Ho-jin's name as I ran.

"Ho-jin...! Ugh...!"

My body was in agony, but I couldn't stop.

Ho-jin's neck was bent at an unnatural angle, and he looked unmistakably dead.

"Ho-jin, Ho-jin..."

Hoping against hope, I checked for a pulse, but there was none.

I knelt before Ho-jin, clawing at the ground as I spoke.

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry, Ho-jin. If only I had been stronger, or at least if I had left you all behind..."

After closing Ho-jin's empty eyes, I took off my cloak and covered his head.

"Ugh..."

Just then, I heard a groan from elsewhere.

"Su-a, Su-a. Are you okay? Can you hear me?"

As I approached Su-a, she barely opened her eyes and spoke.

"Ye-a? How did you... What about Ho-jin and Yu-na...?"

"Don't talk. I'll treat you."

"..."

Su-a opened her eyes briefly and mumbled something before losing consciousness again.

After positioning Su-a comfortably, I took out bandages from my tactical pouch, wrapped her wrist, and used a healing talisman to treat her.

True to her sturdy Exorcist physique, Su-a was holding up relatively well despite an injury that would have been fatal to an ordinary human.

Next, I went to check on Yu-na's condition.

Having been knocked down by a blow to the head and remaining unconscious since, Yu-na's injuries were actually less severe than Su-a's.

However, the bleeding from her head looked serious, and she would certainly die if left untreated.

I provided emergency treatment with a healing talisman and positioned her comfortably, avoiding her head injury.

Then I glared in the direction where I could sense Honwon's Demonic Energy.

"Honwon..."

I will definitely kill him.

Before leaving, I looked at Ho-jin once more.

"...I'm truly sorry, Ho-jin. I haven't even paid you for joining yet... I'll come back after killing Honwon. I'm so sorry."

After murmuring these words, I ran after Honwon.

---

The number of monsters pouring in from all directions was steadily increasing.

Having evacuated the most urgent outer perimeter personnel, the Exorcists hastily deployed students to block the monsters' advance, but they suffered serious casualties due to the initial lack of information.

The simple absence of knowledge—that these monsters had no vital points and had to be attacked until they died—had caused serious losses.

Even after belatedly obtaining this information and launching a counterattack, dealing with the monsters remained difficult.

Moreover, they had to face not only the monsters but also Honwon, who was approaching from somewhere.

"Damn it! No matter how many we destroy, there's no end to them!"

Jin Seo-yeon, who had evacuated her Squad Members and joined Jeon In-hwa's team, shouted through gritted teeth.

Jeon In-hwa deployed a wide formation to restrict the monsters' movements and said:

"Right now, we have no choice but to keep fighting them! We need to buy time until those above find a solution!"

"You still trust those higher-ups!? They share the blame for letting things get this bad! They should have acted before the monsters started pouring in!"

With each movement of Jin Seo-yeon's spear, techniques burst from its tip, tearing the monsters apart.

"By the way, what happened to Baek Ye-a?"

Hearing Baek Ye-a's name, Jin Seo-yeon frowned and said:

"I don't know! We were blocked halfway and couldn't get through. She's probably dead somewhere beyond here."

At Jin Seo-yeon's words, Jeon In-hwa seemed to consider something before saying:

"Well... Perhaps Baek Ye-a is connected to all this."

Jeon In-hwa's words were drowned out by the surrounding noise and didn't reach Jin Seo-yeon.

---

Following Honwon's Demonic Energy, I cut down monsters as I ran.

"HONWON-!!!!!!!!!!!"

Kill, kill, and kill again.

I killed the monsters before me and occasionally passed the bodies of Exorcists who seemed to have been killed by Honwon, continuing to run.

"Honwon-! Where are you! Come out and face me right now-!"

Fierce anger boiled in my chest.

I'll kill him somehow.

I will tear Honwon apart with my own hands.

"HONWON!!!"

Amidst the chaotically scattered blood of monsters, I screamed Honwon's name like a howl.

Ch.158 - 1. Blood Battle (9)
The situation around the Divine Sandalwood Tree was growing increasingly dire.

Huye Jin drew her bow and shouted to the people nearby.

"Everyone! Please stay close to us. We cannot guarantee your safety if you stray more than five steps away from us!"

On their way to the outer perimeter, Huye Jin's team had rescued several people.

Some hadn't heard the evacuation orders, while others had foolishly assumed they were safe with Exorcists around and refused to move.

Now even these stubborn ones could see that monsters were encroaching to the very edge of the Divine Sandalwood Tree.

This meant that Honwon would soon reach this place as well.

Huye Jin drew her bowstring, and arrows made of spiritual energy flew between the Exorcists, intercepting the monsters.

But as she watched more monsters fill the spaces of those she'd struck down, Huye Jin made a decision and spoke to Seong Min-a.

"Miss Min-a! We'll try to hold them back somehow. Please take the civilians and evacuate toward the academy!"

Seong Min-a, who had been slashing monsters, turned to the people and shouted.

"You all heard her! Follow me closely now!"

Without question or objection, Seong Min-a followed Huye Jin's orders and began evacuating people toward Yegak Academy.

Once the civilians disappeared from view, Yeon Ju-yeong, exhausted from fighting monsters, said to Huye Jin.

"Jin. There are too many monsters. I can't hear the others fighting nearby anymore. What do we do now?"

Seeing Ju-yeong's uncertainty, Huye Jin reached out and firmly grasped his left hand.

"Ju-yeong, do you trust me?"

"Of course. If you ordered me to jump into a fire pit, I would. You always have reasons for your decisions."

"I trust you too. So I'll be honest—we have no chance of winning."

Yeon Ju-yeong let out a small sigh and raised his sword.

"Then there's only one path forward."

"Yes. We hold back the monsters. Until we die."

Huye Jin raised her bow with a resolute expression and glared at the monsters.

As she took a step forward, a terrifying wave of demonic energy erupted from beyond the monsters.

"Everyone, be careful!"

Huye Jin shouted urgently, but two members of her team, distracted by fighting monsters, had their bodies instantly cut in half.

"Huh?"

With a bewildered sound as they stared at their own collapsing bodies, the students died.

"No!"

Huye Jin screamed and fired arrows wildly at the figure beyond the monsters, but the person on the other side blocked all the arrows with just a few swings of his blade as he walked forward.

Eventually, the surrounding monsters retreated, and Honwon briefly looked at Huye Jin before speaking.

"This technique... Huye? No, he should be dead by now, so you must be his descendant."

Huye Jin and Yeon Ju-yeong tensely stared at the man before them.

Meeting their gaze, Honwon looked down at the freshly killed bodies at his feet as if they were mere pebbles on the road, then said to Huye Jin.

"You must have a name. Unless you all use the name Huye generation after generation, state your name."

Instead of answering Honwon, Huye Jin looked ahead and said, "Ju-yeong, as you've probably already sensed, this is Honwon."

Yeon Ju-yeong silently nodded at Huye Jin's words.

"We can't defeat him with our skills. When I give the signal, run."

Yeon Ju-yeong glanced sideways at Huye Jin.

She had the serene expression unique to humans who had accepted death.

Yeon Ju-yeong let out a small sigh and said, "Ask me to die with you instead. If I run away, I'll surely die mentally. That would be worse than just dying."

"It would be a meaningless death."

"The same goes for you. If this isn't a meaningless death, what is?"

"Stepping up in dangerous moments is my duty as a successor."

"I'm also the successor of the Yeon Clan. I won't back down either. Give it up."

"...Then I have no choice."

Honwon, who had been quietly listening to their conversation, sighed lightly.

"Yes, I asked for your name, but you're just having this conversation instead. You Exorcists are always the same. 'You run away, I'll stay behind.'"

Suddenly, Huye Jin witnessed Honwon vanish before her eyes.

"No."

Then she heard the clash of blades as Yeon Ju-yeong stepped in front of her to block the attack.

"You'll both die. Especially you, Huye. You most certainly."

Overpowered by Honwon, Yeon Ju-yeong was pushed backward.

"Ugh!"

Just as Honwon's blade was about to reach Yeon Ju-yeong, an arrow shot by Huye Jin flew toward Honwon. Honwon blocked the arrow with the sword he had been about to stab Ju-yeong with, then stepped back and assumed a stance.

After briefly exchanging glances, both prepared to attack Honwon without hesitation.

"Yeon Ju-yeong."

"Right."

Yeon Ju-yeong charged at Honwon first, and they began exchanging blows.

Of course, Yeon Ju-yeong was no match for Honwon.

Honwon had attained enlightenment through the karma of taking lives—a rare talent for killing rarely seen in the Human World these days.

In contrast, while Yeon Ju-yeong was certainly a talented successor of the Yeon Clan, he was far outmatched in both experience and skill.

"Ugh!"

As Yeon Ju-yeong was pushed back again, three arrows whistled through the air and struck Honwon's arm, exploding on impact.

Taking advantage of this opening, Yeon Ju-yeong regained his stance and charged at Honwon again, continuing his attack. Whenever Honwon regained his composure and launched a threatening attack at Yeon Ju-yeong, he was hit by Huye Jin's arrows.

But even in this situation where they seemed to be holding their ground, Yeon Ju-yeong's expression grew increasingly grave.

Huye Jin took a deep breath and drew her bowstring, infusing it with spiritual energy.

*Huye Archery Path: Heart Becomes Kill*

A blue arrow formed and flew toward Honwon's chest, exploding on impact.

Taking advantage of the momentary gap, Yeon Ju-yeong said to Huye Jin.

"Jin, that bastard is toying with us."

Huye Jin nodded heavily at Yeon Ju-yeong's words.

"...I've been feeling that too."

"I don't know what his intentions are, but if we continue like this, we'll definitely all die. Is the reinforcement from the main house coming yet?"

"They must be on their way. But we have to consider that they might be blocked by monsters too."

Before Yeon Ju-yeong could say anything more, the dust cleared and Honwon reappeared.

The spot where the arrow had hit was completely clean, without a trace.

Realizing that her arrows had indeed failed to inflict any damage on Honwon, Huye Jin bit her lip.

Looking at Huye Jin, Honwon said, "I see. So the sword technique imitating the Baek Clan's god and Huye's arrows have both declined this much. At least the Baek Clan was somewhat better, but Huye has truly become garbage."

"The Baek Clan? Did you meet Ye-a?"

"I met her. And I killed her. Now you'll meet the same fate."

As Honwon approached with his sword raised, Yeon Ju-yeong blocked his path and said, "Hey, I'm still here. You won't lay a finger on my Team Leader before killing me first."

"Ju-yeong!"

Huye Jin called his name, but Yeon Ju-yeong didn't even blink as he glared at Honwon.

"Then die."

With Honwon's casual words, his blade swung, and before Yeon Ju-yeong could respond, his life was mercilessly taken.

His head rolled to Huye Jin's feet.

"Ah...!"

Tears welled up in Huye Jin's eyes for a moment, but she held them back and drew her bowstring toward Honwon.

The fight wasn't over yet.

She couldn't mourn the deaths of her team members now. She couldn't stop now.

Huye Jin created an arrow with the maximum spiritual energy she could muster.

"Is that the best you can do? I'll let you shoot one last time. Go ahead."

Huye Jin gritted her teeth and fired her final arrow at Honwon.

Then she tightly closed her eyes, thinking of her great-grandfather Huye Han and her youngest sibling Huye In.

"..."

But no matter how tightly she closed her eyes, the final blow didn't come.

When she finally opened her eyes, she saw Honwon standing before her with a blade protruding from his chest.

"Found you, you rat."

A deep, heavy voice came from behind Honwon.

<>

On the path to Yegak Academy, I discovered a child with a strangely familiar face being voraciously devoured by monsters.

Without time to think, I rushed in, slaughtered all the monsters, and wiped the blood from the child's face.

"Seong Min-a...?"

She must have been from Huye Jin's team.

Had she somehow become isolated here?

"I'm sorry. Truly."

I said as I closed Seong Min-a's eyes.

Then I heard what sounded like fighting nearby.

"......"

Thinking that this sound was somehow different, I ran toward the source of the battle.

Ch.159 - 1. Blood Battle (10)
When I arrived there, what I saw was Honwon's back and Huye Jin aiming at him with an arrow she had created with all her might, seemingly about to deliver the final blow.

"................"

Now's my chance.

Honwon hadn't noticed me standing behind him at all.

The reason was obvious.

My spiritual energy was masked by Huye Jin's spiritual energy radiating in front of him.

I silently approached Honwon and plunged my blade deep into his back.

As Huye Jin's arrow was released, I whispered against Honwon's back.

"Found you, you rat."

Dodging the fist that suddenly swung behind me, I pulled my blade from Honwon's back and retreated toward Huye Jin.

"Ye-a? Weren't you killed by Honwon?"

"Keep your eyes forward. The fight isn't over yet."

After briefly warning Huye Jin in informal speech, I watched as Honwon looked at me with a slightly surprised expression.

"Baek Ye? No, you're different. Weren't you human? How are you still alive?"

Honwon asked me in a confused tone.

"You don't need to know."

Hearing my words, Honwon silently raised his hand and ran it across his chest.

Where his hand passed, I could see perfectly healed flesh.

But I wasn't discouraged. I never expected to inflict a fatal wound with that strike anyway.

I had stabbed him just to vent my anger.

"I see. The subtle presence of Baek Ye's energy suggests she's done something. I understand now."

Honwon gripped his sword with both hands and took a stance as he finished running his hand over the wound.

"Huye Jin."

I called her name softly.

"Yes, Ye-a."

"I can't guarantee your life, so stay back, run away, or fight alongside me—do whatever you want. But if you get in the way of killing him..."

I adjusted my grip on my sword and said:

"Then I can't guarantee your life either."

As I finished speaking to Huye Jin, Honwon charged at me with his sword, scattering blood from the ground beneath his feet.

Honwon's sword was incredibly fast.

An attack that would have instantly beheaded me had I not attained "Enlightenment"—one without any room for carelessness or leisure.

But now that I had attained "Enlightenment," I could see Honwon's movements.

With the sound of clashing metal, I blocked Honwon's sword. He continued his assault as if he had anticipated I would block it.

And the fight continued.

Unlike before, I was able to handle Honwon's attacks more easily.

I could see where his sword was coming from and where he was striking.

Although many of my powers had disappeared, my ability to read the flow of the All-Seeing Eye seemed even stronger than before.

Cut, block.

Dodge, cut.

Block, dodge.

A contest consisting purely of cutting, dodging, and defending.

There were no techniques, forms, or stances here.

As I fought with Honwon, a thought occurred to me.

Perhaps forms and stances were originally a kind of "enlightenment" for their creators.

Descendants learn these forms to emulate their great ancestors.

And these forms are passed down from generation to generation, refined and preserved.

But no matter how diligently one masters forms or stances, they're ultimately just imitating the great ancestors.

What truly matters is the pure essence of combat, devoid of any form or stance.

That is the current "Enlightenment."

It occurred to me that perhaps what had been holding me back were the very techniques I had been so obsessed with mastering.

No matter what great achievements you accomplish within a framework, they're only impressive within that framework—from the outside, they're nothing.

Like watching a flea jumping to its limit inside a bottle with a sealed top.

If you have enough power, techniques are unnecessary.

'Enlightenment shall destroy evil.'

I had forgotten something important.

"Ugh!"

Thinking I had blocked enough, I pushed against Honwon's sword and went on the offensive.

I could see how he would block.

I could see how he would strike.

As I continued to counter Honwon's attacks and press forward, I saw him trying to reach out with his hand like before.

"..........."

As Honwon extended his hand just like before, I swung in a semicircle and cut off his left hand.

And as his hand was severed, I desperately chased after Honwon as he tried to retreat, and cut him again.

As Honwon pulled away from me, blood streaming from his severed left wrist, I murmured softly toward him:

"That was for Su-a."

In an instant, I dove into Honwon's space and struck his head with the back of my blade.

"This is for Yu-na."

Just as I was about to behead Honwon, he dropped his sword and caught my blade with his right hand.

"You've lost, Honwon."

Unfazed, I easily pulled the blade free and swung it to cut off Honwon's right hand.

"This is for Ho-jin."

Then I swung my blade at his neck, and Honwon's head fell and rolled across the floor.

"Ye-a!"

Huye Jin came running, calling my name belatedly.

She had an arrow made of spiritual energy nocked in her bow, ready to shoot if necessary.

"Is it... all over now?"

"No."

"What?"

"The Unkillable is still out there."

I turned my back on Huye Jin.

"Wait, Ye-a. Where are you going?"

"Why should you care?"

"What? Wait, Ye-a."

"...What?"

"Are you... alright?"

At Huye Jin's question, I stopped in my tracks.

"I saw it on my way here."

"Saw... what?"

"Seong Min-a was dead."

"...What?"

"Go that way and see."

With those final words, I headed toward where the children were.

Behind me, I heard Huye Jin running in the direction I had indicated.

As I was about to walk away, I saw the children from Huye Jin's team that I had seen earlier.

"...You all died too."

I paused briefly, took care of Huye Jin's team members, and then continued on my way.

When I arrived back at that place, I saw the children still lying in the same positions where I had given them first aid.

"Kids, I did it. I avenged you all."

Whispering quietly, I approached Ho-jin, then Yu-na, and finally Su-a.

Su-a's bandaged hand was soaked with blood.

With a sudden intuition, I shook Su-a.

"Su-a, are you okay?"

With her wrist covered in blood, Su-a lay with her eyes closed, asleep.

"Su-a, Su-a."

No matter how many times I called her name, Su-a showed no response.

"Su-a, please. Wake up."

Su-a's hand fell limply to one side.

"Su-a, please wake up. Please..."

I shook Su-a's body.

Again and again.

<>

When Honwon opened his eyes again, he was back at the starting point of his advance.

"I see, so I lost in the end."

Honwon's preparations had been thorough.

Although there had been an incident where the tunnel collapsed, it wasn't a major problem since he had planned to go up to the surface at some point anyway.

There was just one variable that hadn't been in Honwon's plan.

As Honwon was ruminating on his defeat, someone approached him.

"What an ugly, ugly end, Honwon."

"This presence... Baek Ye?"

At Honwon's words, "Baek Ye-a" stepped forward from the shadows.

Snow-white silver hair, pale skin, and golden eyes rimmed with red.

She looked like a more mature and cold version of the human Baek Ye-a.

"Yes."

"What exactly happened?"

Honwon's question encompassed many meanings.

In response, "Baek Ye-a" smiled coldly and said:

"Well, I wonder what happened."

"It would be better for you to answer properly."

Despite Honwon's words, "Baek Ye-a" continued with a twisted smile.

"Does that matter? You're going to be devoured by me anyway."

"...What?"

"To save the world, my power alone isn't enough. So, Honwon, you'll have to dedicate all your power completely to me. Oh, don't feel too lonely. I'll eventually send your dear friend Cheongdam to the same place."

At "Baek Ye-a's" words, Honwon rose to his feet.

"Are you planning to betray us?"

Honwon asked, to which "Baek Ye-a" snorted and replied:

"Ha, how can you speak of betrayal to someone who never served the lump you all created because I had no god to serve?"

"...I see, so it was from the beginning? You filthy woman. So what lies at your core?"

Hearing Honwon's words, "Baek Ye-a" laughed and said:

"There's the Path of Ruin that you all love and hate. Is that answer enough for your journey?"

"Do you think it will be that easy?"

"For someone who lost his sword against a child who had just attained 'Enlightenment,' it will be very easy. Now enough talk—come at me, Honwon. I'll cut you into pieces."

"Baek Ye-a" drew a sword from inside her arm.

Ch.160 - 1. Aftereffects (1)
"I swear I thought we were done for back then."

"...Huh?"

When I opened my eyes, I was sitting in the school cafeteria with my friends, warm sunlight streaming through the windows.

Hui-hyeon, Yu-na, Ho-jin, Su-a.

All of them together.

"That's right. But Ye-a saved all of us."

Su-a gently placed her right hand on my shoulder.

"Su-a... Your hand...."

Su-a's right hand should have been cut off.

But as if nothing had happened, her hand was perfectly intact.

"What? What's wrong with my hand?"

Su-a just looked at me with a puzzled expression.

"Ye-a, are you okay? You've been sweating a lot."

Ho-jin asked with a worried look, but I didn't answer and just stared down at the table.

What's going on here? I clearly...

Then Yu-na spoke to me.

"Something serious did happen. You're probably still mentally exhausted from it."

As I looked around trying to understand the situation, Hui-hyeon spoke next.

"You really worked hard, Ye-a. If it weren't for you, everything would have truly ended."

Looking around, everyone was chatting and smiling.

Even the students from Huye Jin's squad who had died were alive.

"Hic..."

I couldn't help but shed tears at the sight.

"Ye-a, why are you suddenly crying? Are you okay?"

At Yu-na's gentle question, I wiped my tears and said:

"You know, I had a really scary dream. A dream where you all... died and got hurt."

"You mean, like this?"

When I wiped my tears and looked up, I saw Ho-jin with his neck twisted.

"...Huh?"

"Ye-a is such a coward. Too weak to protect your squad members, yet trying to escape into dreams."

"Ho-jin...?"

Feeling my shoulder becoming wet, I turned to see Su-a's severed hand on my shoulder, bleeding and soaking my clothes.

Su-a's face suddenly thrust toward mine, and I instinctively stood up.

"Ye-a, look at this. I can't wield a sword anymore."

"Su-a..."

Su-a stood up, clutching her bleeding wrist, and said:

"Ye-a. Why did you abandon me and leave? Do you know how cold and painful it was when my wound reopened? While you were playing hero, I was dying. Did you ever truly think about me?"

"No, I had to stop Honwon to prevent greater damage..."

As I tried to explain, Yu-na, blood streaming from her head, spoke in a cold voice:

"Are you making excuses in front of us?"

"Yu-na..."

"So you're the type of person who weighs the value of human lives. I guess we shouldn't have followed a vessel like you, even in wartime."

I backed away and tripped over a chair.

Then the bloodied students around me stood up one by one, surrounding me and pointing fingers.

"You could have prevented this before it even happened."

"But you said nothing to protect yourself."

"You're just a clumsy vessel who tried to be the protagonist, and countless people died because of you."

"You're a monster."

"I shouldn't have thought of you as a friend."

"As long as you survive, that's all that matters, right? Damn you."

"You're just a fake from outside pretending to be the protagonist, and look what happened."

"You stupid, worthless girl."

"You don't even deserve to be hung on the Divine Sandalwood Tree. Someone like you should be cut into pieces and die horribly."

I pushed through the crowd of people surrounding me and started running blindly.

"No, no. Please, someone..."

Help me.

The moment that thought crossed my mind, I stopped in my tracks.

Wait, am I asking someone for help?

When everyone who could help is already dead or fallen.

"Ha, haha, ha..."

Realizing this, I started laughing through my tears.

"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry for transmigrating into this world. If only I had focused on helping Hui-hyeon from the beginning, none of this would have happened."

As I muttered to myself, the ground beneath my feet began to sink.


"...Ah."

When I opened my eyes, I was lying on a blanket inside what looked like a hastily erected tent.

"A dream... Was it a dream...?"

I muttered quietly as I sat up and took in my surroundings.

"Bring more healing talismans, quickly!"

"Teacher Si Eun-mi! There's a student here!"

Groans and cries of pain could be heard from all around.

Si Eun-mi rushed toward me when she saw me sitting up.

"Baek Ye-a, are you conscious now?"

"Teacher, I..."

"Thank goodness. But just to be safe, you should lie down more. Rest is the priority right now. Understand?"

Si Eun-mi said this and then left when she heard someone calling from elsewhere.

"........."

Only then did I remember.

The Huye Clan exorcists had found me shaking Su-a, and at some point, I had passed out while refusing to leave her side.

I got up and looked around the tent.

I had confirmed Ho-jin was dead, but I thought Su-a might still be alive.

However, I couldn't find Su-a anywhere.

"Maybe she's somewhere else."

I muttered quietly as I went outside the tent and realized we were in an open space outside Yegak Academy.

"........."

I made my way through the busy crowd of people and entered Yegak Academy.

There were students in the classrooms inside the academy, and among them, I found Yu-na lying with her eyes closed, covered with a blanket.

"Thank goodness. I'm so glad you're alive."

After looking at Yu-na for a moment, I continued walking around the academy.

The training hall I discovered was eerily quiet.

Step by step, I entered and found bodies covered with blankets filling the hall.

"...I'm sorry, everyone. I'm truly sorry."

I knelt down, murmuring apologies.

"I'm sorry. If I had done better, you wouldn't have ended up like this. I'm truly sorry."

As I was about to turn back to look for Su-a, I noticed someone's left hand sticking out from under a blanket.

There was a familiar bracelet on the left wrist.

With trembling hands, I pulled back the blanket.

"Ah..."

Su-a was lying there.

Su-a, unnaturally pale.

"Su-a... I..."

Standing before Su-a, I couldn't say anything at all.


A week had passed since my solo battle with Honwon.

During that time, the first and second-year classes at Yegak Academy had completely collapsed.

The horrific massacre by Honwon and his monsters resulted in the deaths of the majority of first and second-year students at Yegak Academy.

In real-world terms, it was as if the talented students from Seoul National University, Yonsei University, Korea University, and all of South Korea's prestigious educational institutions had been massacred.

Successors and promising clan children—all dead.

An empty academy with no students attending or entering.

That's why I had been secluded at home, not going to the academy.

"Ye-a."

"...Hui-hyeon. When did you get back?"

Looking up at the voice in front of me, I saw Hui-hyeon looking down at me.

"Just now."

Hui-hyeon sat down beside me and said:

"...I heard what happened. That Ho-jin and Su-a died in battle."

"They didn't die in battle. They died because of me."

"How is that your fault?"

Instead of answering Hui-hyeon, I hung my head low.

Then Hui-hyeon said from beside me:

"Ye-a, look at me."

I turned my head to look at Hui-hyeon.

He had a very sad expression on his face.

"Ye-a. Do you know what I never get used to despite countless cycles of regression? It's watching my friends die."

I silently waited for Hui-hyeon's next words.

"But I don't give up everything just because I lose friends or comrades along the way."

"........Why?"

"Because that would be an insult to their sacrifices and deaths. Because I promised those children that I would save the world no matter what."

Hui-hyeon's eyes were clearly looking at me, but they seemed to be gazing somewhere far away, as if tracing distant memories.

"I understand what you're trying to say."

I lowered my hands from my knees to the floor as I spoke.

"But I can't get Yu-na's words out of my head."

Yu-na had asked me if I weighed which lives were worth saving and which weren't.

Hearing that, I realized I had lost something fundamentally important as a human being.

I... had been unconsciously weighing lives.

Important lives versus unimportant ones.

Just because this world was like a game with predetermined main characters.

Hui-hyeon can do that. He's suffered enough. Hui-hyeon must have tried to save everyone through his countless regressions.

He must have tasted countless despairs.

But do I, who weighed lives without even trying, deserve to save the world?

Standing on the sacrifices of those children?

"What did Yu-na say?"

I closed my mouth as I was about to tell Hui-hyeon.

I don't want to be despised for saying such things, even by Hui-hyeon.

I don't want Hui-hyeon to discover that I had unconsciously been treating this world like a playground.

I might receive comfort.

Hui-hyeon would probably outwardly say it's okay and comfort me.

But beyond that, he might be disappointed inside.

Because Hui-hyeon takes this world more seriously than anyone.

I weakly looked at Hui-hyeon, shook my head, and said:

"I don't want to talk about it right now."

"Alright, if that's what you want, you don't have to say anything."

Hui-hyeon silently held my hand tightly.

"Ye-a, there will be a joint funeral for the children soon."

"......Yeah."

"I know it's hard and painful. But let's see them off on their final journey. Okay?"

"...Okay, Hui-hyeon."

When I went outside to see Hui-hyeon off, Yu Ji-a ran toward me.

"Baek Ye-a, Baek Ye-a. Are you okay?"

"You haven't gone home yet? I thought you left yesterday."

I wondered how Hui-hyeon had gotten in, but it must have been Yu Ji-a who let him in.

"How could I leave when you're locked up in your room? So, are you feeling better now?"

I weakly nodded at Yu Ji-a's words.

"Yeah, I need to do something now."

"Ye-a, I'll be going now."

"Yeah, thanks for coming, Hui-hyeon."

"Lee Hui-hyeon, take care on your way back."

Hui-hyeon nodded to Yu Ji-a and quietly went outside.

A quiet stillness settled over the house.

Ch.161 - 1. Aftereffects (2)
"Ugh..."

Via, the hawk divine beast, was barely managing to pull herself together.

"Cough, hack..."

Via caressed her hand, which had swollen red from Honwon's demonic energy.

Normally, she should have either turned into a monster or died at Honwon's hands.

But Via had awakened without any particular mutation.

That meant one of two things.

Either Honwon had released her, or...

"...Is he dead? That child?"

Via murmured quietly as she touched her chest.

"Ugh..."

The scar still felt vividly painful.

It would take quite a long time to heal this time.

"......."

She briefly wondered if that woman who had mimicked her movements had killed Honwon, but Via soon dismissed the thought.

Mere 'imitation' isn't enough. Unless one truly creates their own movements, that blade cannot reach Honwon.

But the fact that Via herself was alive meant that somehow Honwon had been killed...

The problem was that in that situation, there was no one capable of killing Honwon.

After pondering various thoughts, Via soon stopped.

Well, what did it matter? Via now planned to tie up a few loose ends and then hide away forever.

Whenever she held onto attachments to the human world and got involved in its affairs, things always ended badly.

Like now.

After regaining some control over her body, Via got up and thought about Jeong Yu-na, one of her few remaining concerns.

Via was still worried about Jeong Yu-na.

Later, after some time had passed, she would need to check if Yu-na was alright.

<>

Who could have imagined that in a single morning, the heavens would bring such calamity, shattering everything like thin ice?

The students' funeral proceeded amid tears.

The sorrow seemed doubled as these brilliant talents with promising futures had died.

Even the senior students, who had avoided the disaster by being stationed at the front lines in Ganyangju, watched the funeral with gloomy expressions.

Ho-jin was a child who had many mouths to feed.

A father with a leg disability and many younger siblings.

Ho-jin had been using most of the support money I gave him to support his family.

...If I had known, I would have given him more.

Su-a was a student who cared deeply about social injustice and inequality.

She had told me that after graduating from the academy and establishing proper connections, she wanted to enter politics to fix these injustices.

When I heard that, I finally understood why Su-a had taken Yu Ji-a's side in Seoha Village, and why she had said she would quit being an Exorcist after graduation.

But she was a child with noble spirit who never ran away from danger.

Yu-na was hospitalized for serious head injuries, but no family came to visit her. After inquiring about Yu-na's family, I belatedly discovered that she had none.

Yu-na's parents had died fighting monsters when she was young.

Her neighbor, an elderly woman, and the village women had raised her.

Her younger sister, four years her junior, had died in childhood.

She had lost her only beloved family member, her sister, during an epidemic that swept through the village.

She always deflected when talking to me, and while I had assumed she didn't want to share, the fact that I could have known if I'd just tried harder pierced my heart.

...What kind of Team Leader was I, really?

I couldn't say anything to the bereaved families.

What could I possibly say to the parents of these children—their family's pride and hope—whom I had failed to protect?

<>

A hearing regarding Chairman Si Jeong-hyeok was underway at the Human World Council.

"What exactly did the academy do?!"

"Shouldn't we investigate whether the Central Exorcist Committee acted too complacently?"

"That's important too! But first, we must hold the academy accountable! Are Yegak Academy students ordinary talents? No! They are the most exceptional Exorcists who would lead the future of the human world! And yet these children were massacred! Massacred!"

The incident where the first and second-year students of Yegak Academy were killed en masse had shocked the human world.

This unprecedented disaster—hundreds of talented students who had passed fierce competition to enter the only officially recognized educational institution in the human world, all killed in an unexpected attack—was truly historic.

The fact that not a single student fled to save themselves, but instead fought against Honwon's monsters until death, stirred some guilt in the adults... but that wasn't the only reason the council members were arguing so heatedly.

While that was part of it, what made this incident even more serious was that many of the students' parents were leaders of influential clans, guild masters, or heads of powerful families in the human world.

Even among those participating in the current hearing were people who had lost their children, and their anger drove the hearing in an increasingly extreme direction.

"If only the students hadn't been kept at the academy, more could have been saved!"

"Academy Director Si Jeong-hyeok must be held accountable!"

"He must face strict consequences according to human world law!"

"Academy Director Si Jeong-hyeok. If you have anything to say, say it now."

At the words of Chairman Jeon Seong-hwa, who was presiding over the meeting, Si Jeong-hyeok opened his mouth.

"I sincerely regret that the children were massacred due to my misguided judgment."

"Regret? You should be begging for forgiveness from the dead children, and you say you regret it? You still don't understand...!"

"Council Member Jeon Yi-in! Someone is speaking. If you cause a disturbance, you may be removed from the hearing!"

The discussion would likely continue this way, with Si Jeong-hyeok being held accountable, stepping down from his position to await legal punishment, while others would argue and blame each other until, like most incidents, it would eventually quiet down, leaving only aftereffects.

However, things took an unexpected turn due to an anonymous letter that arrived at the council.

<>

Huye Jin was staying in her quarters, shooting arrows.

"......"

Huye Jin had lost all her squad members.

Was it really because their abilities were lacking?

No, Huye Jin shook her head.

It was all her own fault.

If she had commanded better, if she had been stronger.

Could she have saved even one of them?

Thwack!

Suddenly, Huye Jin's arrow went astray.

Huye Jin loosened her bowstring and went up to her room.

"......."

That day, Huye Jin had seen Baek Ye-a's sword.

A sword technique that seemed not to exist in this world.

Even at a glance, it was a level of martial arts that Huye Jin couldn't match.

When she killed Honwon, she looked like "The Enlightened One" had manifested.

Huye Jin had witnessed it all and thought she should tell others about Baek Ye-a's sword.

But later, Baek Ye-a came to Huye Jin and asked her.

To keep the fact that she had killed Honwon a secret.

'Just let your clan take all the credit.'

'What? Why? This is an incredible achievement! With this achievement, Miss Ye-a, you could...'

'Forget it, just take it. It's not time for me to reveal myself yet.'

Hearing this, Huye Jin felt puzzled but went along with it.

Later, she corroborated the story that the reinforcements from the Huye Clan had killed Honwon.

"Why is she so afraid of being recognized...?"

As Huye Jin was muttering absently, the doorbell rang downstairs, followed by knocking and the sound of the door opening.

"Miss, a guest has arrived."

When Yeon Seo-rin, who had been dispatched to stop Honwon and had now returned, informed Huye Jin, she replied:

"I'm sure I said I wouldn't be receiving any guests."

Despite Huye Jin's words, Yeon Seo-rin continued:

"Well, the guest is too distinguished to simply turn away."

Since there weren't many guests as distinguished as the Huye Clan, Huye Jin got up with curiosity and went downstairs.

Standing at the door was Jeon In-hwa.

"Hello, Huye Jin. It's been a while since we've met privately, hasn't it?"

"Hello, Jeon In-hwa. What brings you to me so suddenly?"

To Huye Jin, who was trying to get straight to the point, Jeon In-hwa smiled and said:

"Huye Jin. Would you let me in first? This conversation is a bit sensitive to have outside."

Hearing Jeon In-hwa's words, Huye Jin stepped aside to make room for her to pass.

Once they reached the reception room, Jeon In-hwa immediately brought up the main topic.

"Huye Jin. Have you noticed anything suspicious about Baek Ye-a?"

At Jeon In-hwa's sudden question, Huye Jin frowned and said:

"What do you mean by that? Suspicious?"

"I heard that you spent a long time with Baek Ye-a."

Hearing Jeon In-hwa's words, Huye Jin felt somewhat displeased.

Coming over unannounced and speaking ill of Baek Ye-a.

She knew that Jeon In-hwa didn't like Baek Ye-a because of the previous "Calling," but Huye Jin hadn't realized it was to this extent. She sighed and said:

"Sigh, In-hwa, I know you don't like Ye-a very much. But don't you think it's quite rude to come here suddenly and ask such things?"

At Huye Jin's words, Jeon In-hwa smiled slightly and said:

"Huye Jin. Your clan's Exorcists really did something amazing. While everyone was struggling, reinforcements arrived, killed Honwon, and that was it. Baek Ye-a, who was with you, immediately went to her squad members afterward, and you stayed nearby until rescue. It sounds quite plausible at first glance."

"So what are you trying to say?"

Jeon In-hwa pressed her finger on the table and said:

"But doesn't something seem strange?"

"...What exactly is strange?"

"Why is Baek Ye-a completely unharmed? When other squad members either died or were seriously injured."

"That's..."

Huye Jin, who was about to refute, closed her mouth.

Come to think of it, why was only Baek Ye-a unharmed?

If she had that much power, she could have protected the other squad members.

"It seems you need time to think. I'll come back later, Huye Jin."

"...Yes, next time, I'd appreciate it if you called before visiting."

After Jeon In-hwa left, Huye Jin fell into deep thought.

Ch.162 - 1. Internal Cleanup (1)
A few days before the joint funeral, Lee Hui-hyeon called for Hwayun.

When Hwayun tried to speak, Lee Hui-hyeon put a finger to his lips and said, "Shut up. Hwayun, don't say a word."

Hwayun trembled with anxiety while Lee Hui-hyeon regarded him coldly.

After staring at Hwayun for a moment, Lee Hui-hyeon finally spoke. "Hwayun, why did you do it?"

"I... I don't know what you mean..."

"Honwon. You helped him. Did you think I wouldn't know?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun felt a chill run down his spine.

<>

After the children's joint funeral.

Besides the compensation given to Su-a and Ho-jin's families, I emptied my personal savings to provide substantial compensation to the bereaved families.

...Hoping it might offer at least some small comfort.

A week after the children's funeral, I resumed the work I had postponed.

Staying depressed and letting things happen as they may wouldn't be what the deceased children would want, and more importantly, it wouldn't be fair to the children who remained.

Having resolved to save the world somehow, collapsing here was absolutely not an option.

I would have to endure such sacrifices again and again in the future.

I would never get used to it, but in this world, one had to swallow their sorrow and move forward.

The other children had already risen above death and begun moving forward. As someone who knew the future of this world and bore the responsibility of saving it, how could I keep wallowing in sadness?

"Baek Ye-a, I fixed all the typos here! I did well, right?"

Yu Ji-a looked at me with sparkling eyes, but I gave her a smack.

"Owww! Why are you hitting me?!"

"Hey! Who told you to touch the documents?! You changed all the 'external' to 'why'! Are you out of your mind?!"

I pulled on her ear. Squish, squish.

"Owwww! My ear! My ear hurts so much!"

"It's supposed to hurt!"

Even in the midst of all this, Yu Ji-a was causing minor troubles instead of helping me.

She's been all smiles lately about learning to write, and now she's doing things like this.

Yesterday, she offered to make tea but ended up breaking a teapot. Do you know how much that cost?

Still, at least she wasn't hurt, so that's... No, that's nonsense. She's fine and impudent, so I hit her once more.

Ye-a.

"That's enough. Could you look at this for me?"

The report I received from Hui-hyeon was perfectly organized without a single typo or error.

As expected of Hui-hyeon.

"Yes, Hui-hyeon, you did very well. Thanks for your help."

"What about me? What about me?"

Meanwhile, Yu Ji-a kept pushing her head in, demanding praise without reading the situation.

How can she be so shameless after just being scolded?

But then I remembered something.

Right, one of my ancestors in the real South Korea said something like this:

Give the disliked person one more rice cake.

Yu Ji-a is the disliked person.

So, I should give her one more rice cake, meaning I should praise her.

I really do learn from the ancestors all the time.

"I'll pat your head."

As I smiled benevolently and stroked her head, Yu Ji-a struggled and shouted, "Owww! Don't massage my head!"

"Why not? You wanted to be patted. Pat, pat. Pat, pat."

"Owwww! I hate you, Baek Ye-a! I won't help you anymore!"

Yu Ji-a screamed and ran behind Hui-hyeon, clutching his arm tightly.

"Lee Hui-hyeon! Scold Baek Ye-a!"

"Hey, where do you think you're hiding?! Come out right now!"

"Owww! Lee Hui-hyeon!"

"Ahh! Don't pull on me!"

After the struggle, I finally succeeded in driving Yu Ji-a out and said with a sigh, "Phew, I need to work, but she makes it impossible!"

"Haha... You can focus now. But isn't her desire to help kind of cute?"

Something about Hui-hyeon's tone bothered me, and I spoke with a slightly sharp voice, "Are you praising Yu Ji-a in front of me right now?"

"...Sorry."

With Hui-hyeon apologizing so readily, I sat back down and started working.

And what unfolded before my eyes was a festival of "why" starting from page one.

It was like a random Japanese invasion had broken out in my report from the "Killing the Unkillable" universe.

Hahaha, what a spectacle.

Damn it.

"Ahhh! She changed everything from chapter one! I was so focused on work that I didn't notice!"

I screamed, clutching my head.

At least everything was written down, so I just needed to rewrite it, but it was still annoying.

Just as I was thinking about dragging Yu Ji-a back, Hui-hyeon said to me, "I'll rewrite it for you. Ye-a, you focus on your other work."

"Ah... Thank you, Hui-hyeon. I really have no one but you."

After briefly thanking Hui-hyeon, I looked at the documents and asked, "By the way, Hui-hyeon, hasn't the council called for you lately?"

To my question, Hui-hyeon, while writing the document by hand, replied, "No, they haven't called me in lately. I guess there's nothing major happening."

"Well, strictly speaking, there isn't."

People who don't know what will happen to this world might think nothing is wrong, but for me, who knows what's coming, this world seemed like tofu balanced on the edge of a knife.

Even now, after that sharp blade has taken my friends' lives, they still think everything will be fine as long as the barrier is maintained somehow. Looking at the big picture, even though everyone has become somewhat sensitive due to various incidents, it still seemed far from enough.

"By the way, what happened to the dormitory?"

To my question, Hui-hyeon looked at the paper and said, "I heard they're planning to close it soon because maintaining the first and second-year dormitories costs too much."

"Does that mean the dormitory incident won't happen?"

"Well, since it's related to the barrier, I think it will happen in some form."

The dormitory incident, which originally occurred in the middle of the original story, involved siphoning spiritual energy from students staying in the dormitory to somehow maintain the Divine Sandalwood Tree barrier. It failed to properly drain the energy, causing the children to faint.

At first glance, it seemed like a useless act, but it did help buy more time for the barrier maintenance, so I hadn't spoken up about it. But this time, the children were massacred.

"Since we can't know what will happen now, it's best not to jump to conclusions. Hui-hyeon, you said you've experienced these solo battles before, right?"

To my question, Hui-hyeon nodded and said, "Yes, though this is the first time they've invaded through tunnels."

"What usually happens in cases like this?"

I had several scenarios mapped out in my head, but I wanted to hear from Hui-hyeon, who had actually experienced such things. So I cleared my mind of my own scenarios and listened carefully to what Hui-hyeon had to say.

And what came out of Hui-hyeon's mouth was shocking.

"World-ending."

"...Huh?"

"Usually, it was world-ending. Without even a chance to see how society would rebuild. This situation is a first for me too."

Hui-hyeon's words were quite unexpected.

"Huh? Why? Why does that happen?"

"Well, because one of the great demons sets the Divine Sandalwood Tree on fire. And they hunt down the seals to try to awaken the Unkillable."

"I see...?"

When I trailed off slightly, Hui-hyeon looked up from the paper and said, "Ye-a, you don't realize how amazing what you did was. Normally, if a great demon appeared this close to the Divine Sandalwood Tree, the children would be massacred and the world would end. A hellscape would unfold with ten thousand humans fighting against ten thousand demons. You need to know how incredible what you did was. Even this many survivors is actually a lot."

Hui-hyeon continued speaking in a matter-of-fact tone, as if stating simple facts.

"Countless lives in the Human World owe you a great debt. So why not forgive yourself a little?"

"..........."

I silently looked at Hui-hyeon.

Hui-hyeon remained expressionless, but there was something in his eyes that seemed to show consideration for me.

"By the way, Hui-hyeon. Did you know that another me inside me has disappeared?"

Changing the subject, Hui-hyeon looked back down at the paper and followed my lead.

"Really? That's good."

"You don't seem very surprised."

"No, I am surprised. I didn't expect it to retreat so easily."

"Really?"

Hmm, it doesn't seem like it.

Then I remembered someone and said to Hui-hyeon, "Oh, by the way, I haven't seen that person lately?"

"Which person?"

"Hwayun, I mean."

*The other me told me not to bring up Hwayun in front of Hui-hyeon.*

But it was true that I hadn't seen him lately, so I asked Hui-hyeon about Hwayun.

"Ah, Hwayun."

Hui-hyeon muttered in a slightly subdued voice before saying, "You won't be seeing Hwayun for a while."

"Really?"

"Yes."

Hui-hyeon paused for a moment before saying, "I asked him to do something for me."

"Hmm."

"There, I've finished. Want to take a look?"

"Already?"

The paper Hui-hyeon handed me had the report written in truly neat handwriting.

As expected, computer-like penmanship. It amazes me every time.

Is this another skill that people with sensitive fingertips can perform?

"Thank you so much, Hui-hyeon."

Thinking I should submit it at the academy tomorrow, I organized the documents.

<>

"No! I did nothing of the sort!"

"Hwayun, Hwayun, Hwayun, Hwayun, Hwayun."

After repeatedly calling Hwayun's name, Lee Hui-hyeon let out a light sigh and said, "Please, stop making excuses. Before I really kill you."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's warning, Hwayun shut his mouth tightly.

At a glance, it might seem like the usual threats, but the situation now was different.

With one wrong move, Lee Hui-hyeon might actually kill Hwayun.

"...I'm sorry, Destroyer. Please spare my life."

"Hwayun, that's what I disliked about you. Always saying you were acting for my sake, but in reality, you were trying to manipulate me according to your own will. Do you know what that's called?"

"What... is it called?"

"It's called being a treacherous courtier."

As soon as he finished speaking, Lee Hui-hyeon stomped on one of Hwayun's legs.

The broken leg twisted in the opposite direction.

"Aaaaargh!"

"Mouth."

"Kuhh... mmph!"

Lee Hui-hyeon stared at Hwayun for a while before speaking.

"But it seems it's not your time to die yet, Hwayun."

Hwayun looked at Lee Hui-hyeon with his mouth tightly shut, and soon Lee Hui-hyeon spoke again.

"Investigate Jeon In-hwa."

Lee Hui-hyeon had finally made up his mind.

Ch.163 - 1. Internal Cleanup (2)
"Where am I?"

I murmured quietly, but only an echo bounced back to me as if it had hit a wall.

How long had I been walking like this?

I noticed some children walking ahead of me.

Those children are...

"Su-a! Ho-jin!"

When I called their names, the two turned around to look at me.

They smiled weakly, then turned back and continued walking.

"Hey! Where are you going? Wait! I still, I still have something to say...!"

"Ye-a."

When I turned around at the sound of someone calling me, Hui-hyeon was standing there.

"Hui-hyeon."

"There's nothing that can threaten you anymore."

"What? What are you suddenly talking about?"

Despite my question, Hui-hyeon remained silent for a while, just smiling, then suddenly turned around and began walking toward a darker, deeper place.

"Hui-hyeon, wait! Hui-hyeon!"

I called his name and ran urgently after him, but the more I chased, the further away he got.


"Hui-hyeon...!"

I sat up to find myself lying in bed.

It was a dream. Thankfully.

"Phew."

After letting out a shallow sigh, I was about to lie back down when I noticed someone clinging to me as they slept.

That person was, of course, Yu Ji-a.

Seeing her, I let out a light sigh.

No wonder I had a nightmare with her sticking to me like this.

Damn it.

"Yu Ji-a, get off. What are you doing in my bed?"

I shook her, but Yu Ji-a just groaned and mumbled.

"Mmm... guys... don't go..."

"......"

Hearing those words, I removed my hand from shaking her and lay back down.

Right, you must be having a hard time too.

She's always smiling like an idiot, so I thought she might be okay already, but Yu Ji-a had her own struggles to bear.

After that, I somehow couldn't fall asleep.

<>

At that hour, Lee Hui-hyeon was drinking tea at Huye Ji-hyeon's house.

Huye Ji-hyeon sat looking as if she had aged ten years since they last met.

In the strange situation where no one was speaking, Huye Ji-hyeon was the first to break the silence.

"Do you know how things are going these days?"

Lee Hui-hyeon quietly placed his teacup on the table and looked at Huye Ji-hyeon before answering.

"Of course I do."

At his brief response, Huye Ji-hyeon rubbed her eyes with her hand and said.

"Things have become very difficult. I confidently claimed we had a way to stand against Honwon and put you forward, but the result was the catastrophic massacre of the Yegak Academy students. Anyway, I have to step down from my position. After that, I'll be cut to pieces under the blade of the law for failing to predict this situation. Just like Si Jeong-hyeok."

Huye Ji-hyeon's words were quite direct and blunt for a Councilor, so Lee Hui-hyeon asked her.

"So why did you call me here?"

"What you took in exchange for fighting Honwon this time could cause big problems in the future."

Lee Hui-hyeon silently tilted his teacup.

Lee Hui-hyeon had fought really well.

None of the Demon-Slaying Army members with him had died.

Because before the high-ranking yokai could even give orders to advance, Lee Hui-hyeon had cut off all their heads.

"From what I hear, it sounds like you're planning to throw me and Ye-a away as political sacrifices. Is that right?"

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Huye Ji-hyeon sighed lightly and said.

"Don't misunderstand. The effort I've made to exonerate Baek Ye-a exceeds all the political maneuvering I've done to reach this position. If 'The Calling' hadn't ended that way, even I would have been powerless. I borrowed the strength of many people in the process."

At Huye Ji-hyeon's words, Lee Hui-hyeon narrowed his eyes and said.

"So you're saying it's not necessarily you who will sell us out."

"Yes, even if I keep my mouth shut, someone will eventually speak up."

"So you called me here to ask permission to sell me out?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's sharp tone, Huye Ji-hyeon shook her head and said.

"No, that's not it. Anyway, you're a descendant of the Annihilator and a powerful Exorcist who made quite an impression in this war. You're valuable enough to take down with me if I fall."

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had somewhat expected such words from Huye Ji-hyeon's mouth, traced the rim of his teacup with his finger.

"The reason I called you is to tell you that I'm going to fall from power and to warn you to be careful of those who will try to use you to survive. If necessary, I can help you escape to the Outlands. From what I can see, the Human World will soon face a very big crisis."

At Huye Ji-hyeon's words, Lee Hui-hyeon thought.

Huye Ji-hyeon had risen to her position through her family's power and her own abilities, and sometimes used political tactics to bring down opponents, but ultimately, she was someone who cared about the Human World.

If the person who replaced Huye Ji-hyeon was from the Jeon Clan or the Jin Clan, the grand picture Lee Hui-hyeon was painting might be ruined.

Because that's what positions of power are like—they might seem like nothing to ordinary people, but they matter.

Lee Hui-hyeon slowly opened his mouth and said to Huye Ji-hyeon.

"There is no one in the Human World as valuable as you right now."

"Thank you for the kind words, even if they're empty."

"No, you really would have stopped Honwon if he had invaded as recorded. This tunnel was truly like a natural disaster."

"People like me exist to predict such things."

"How many people in this Human World could predict something like that?"

Not even Baek Ye-a could predict it.

Lee Hui-hyeon swallowed his last thought and said to Huye Ji-hyeon.

"Anyway, thank you for telling me. I'll take my leave now."

As Lee Hui-hyeon stood up, Huye Ji-hyeon weakly nodded in understanding.


"Annihilator."

Hwayun, who had approached Lee Hui-hyeon as he walked down the street, addressed him.

"As you instructed, I've gathered all the information I could."

"Let me see."

When Lee Hui-hyeon flicked his hand, Hwayun handed over the documents with both hands.

Watching Lee Hui-hyeon carefully, Hwayun hesitantly asked.

"Annihilator, if it's not too presumptuous, may I ask you one thing?"

"What is it?"

As Lee Hui-hyeon turned to Hwayun, Hwayun asked.

"Why are you going after Jeon In-hwa this time?"

"You should know."

"Yes, of course I know. But weren't you trying to somehow rehabilitate Jeon In-hwa this time?"

At Hwayun's question, Lee Hui-hyeon silently tucked the documents into his chest.

Sensing that he shouldn't ask further, Hwayun said to Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Anyway, thank you for forgiving me and giving me another chance. I won't have any other thoughts from now on."

"Hwayun."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun looked up.

"Yes, Annihilator."

"Why are you presuming to judge my intentions?"

"...I apologize, Annihilator."

"I haven't forgiven you. You just don't get punished as long as you do well."

"...Yes."

"You may go now."

As if no one had been there with him, Lee Hui-hyeon was suddenly standing alone.


"...So what's the reason you wanted to see me, Mr. Lee Hui-hyeon?"

The next day at noon.

Jeon In-hwa spoke coldly to Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Or should I take it to mean that you're finally ready to apologize to me?"

Ignoring Jeon In-hwa's provocative words, Lee Hui-hyeon took out documents from inside his coat and placed them down with a thud in front of Jeon In-hwa.

"What is this?"

"Read it."

Faced with the same scene as before but with reversed positions, Jeon In-hwa was slightly puzzled but did as Lee Hui-hyeon said.

And when she put down the documents, her eyes were wide open.

"This looks like our internal documents. How did you get something like this?"

"Is that what's important?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Jeon In-hwa silently picked up her teacup to wet her throat.

"But what does this mean? Thinking you can do something to me with these fragmentary documents is quite arrogant."

"Yes, perhaps it's arrogance. But would your competitors from other families who want to oust you think the same?"

"You don't know anything. My competitors were already..."

Jeon In-hwa stopped mid-sentence and looked at Lee Hui-hyeon.

"...Did you know?"

"Know what?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's feigned ignorance, Jeon In-hwa became certain.

Lee Hui-hyeon knew deeply about her and her family situation.

"Jeon In-hwa."

Lee Hui-hyeon, who had suddenly wiped all expression from his face, spoke to Jeon In-hwa expressionlessly.

"I warned you. That I could kill you."

Jeon In-hwa finally realized.

"Die once this time."

That she had messed with someone she shouldn't have.
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The first thing In-hwa remembered was the adults surrounding her.

"So this is the child born through this experiment."

"Yes, Master. This is the child born through the magical engineering experiment."

"Can she speak?"

"In time, she will begin to talk just like any other child."

In-hwa's future was predetermined from the moment of her birth.

What the Jeon Clan wanted from In-hwa was nothing less than the reincarnation of "The Enlightened One."

Just as "The Enlightened One" had done in the distant past, In-hwa was destined to become a savior.

"The Enlightened One" created through magical engineering.

A savior who would bring harmony to humanity.

In-hwa (人和) - Human Harmony.

But In-hwa was born with weaknesses.

Born through forbidden magical engineering with spiritual energy contaminated by the emergence of demons, she had both mental and physical deficiencies.

Unlike the tall, handsome people of the Jeon Clan, Jeon In-hwa was small and frail, with mental issues as well.

But her strength—which seemed to turn back time in the declining flow of Exorcists—blinded them, and that's how she became Jeon In-hwa.

At that time, the people of the Jeon Clan believed that Jeon In-hwa was born with the mission to help the heir, Jeon Seo-hwa, save the world.

But Jeon In-hwa was mentally troubled.

A person lacking emotions, unable to genuinely connect with others.

The emotions she fabricated made her appear human, but failed to give her humanity.

With her extraordinary intelligence, Jeon In-hwa knew she lacked something human that separated her from others, so she pursued power instead.

If she was disconnected from others, she would connect with them through power and irrefutable authority.

After achieving this kind of "awakening," Jeon In-hwa began building her influence within the family using power and justification, eventually overthrowing Jeon Seo-hwa, who was like an older sister to her, and the clan head to become the heir with real power.

After slaughtering all the other heir candidates who could be called her siblings, Jeon In-hwa stood before the clan head who had lost everything.

"Your role was surely never meant to be this... You've truly grown to be magnificently human, Jeon In-hwa."

Hearing the clan head's words, Jeon In-hwa smiled and replied.

Because Father had made a joke, and when one hears a joke, one should laugh.

"Shouldn't you have foreseen this situation from the moment you created me, Father? Having created me, you should have calculated the risk of falling to me. Since you failed to foresee even this, you're already unqualified to be clan head."

Despite In-hwa's scathing words, the clan head didn't blink an eye and said:

"Very well, Jeon In-hwa. What will you do now? What do you plan to do with the clan's power that you've seized with hands stained by your siblings' blood?"

"As you wanted me to, I will save the world. By any means necessary."

Although she had shed blood to gain power, Jeon In-hwa hadn't forgotten her mission.

That's why she spoke of saving the world, but the clan head shook his head and said:

"No, you will fail."

"Why is that?"

"Because you lack what's most important to being human."

"Indeed, that's correct."

Hearing the clan head's words, Jeon In-hwa readily admitted her "flaw."

"But I have the intelligence and justification to fill that void. Unlike those born without any mission, I have one. Do you think I, born as a savior, will fail? Don't you feel some sense of destiny in your current situation, having been defeated by me?"

Jeon In-hwa stepped closer to the clan head and continued:

"As the reincarnation of 'The Enlightened One,' I was given the mission to save the world, which is why I've gained everything despite all obstacles and hardships. The clan's treasures and power are all mine now."

The clan head remained silent at In-hwa's declarative statement.

Just as she was about to speak again, the clan head said:

"You don't know compromise."

"Isn't that a good trait for an Exorcist?"

"It's certainly a virtue when facing monsters, but you tend not to negotiate even with fellow Exorcists. You seem to listen, but ultimately handle things your own way. While that might make your subordinates follow you, it will turn other colleagues into enemies."

"No. I will make the Exorcists follow me. In the distant past, 'The Enlightened One,' despite his power and abilities, was ultimately hunted by his own disciples. That's because he was lenient with them. I will keep only those I need and cut away the unnecessary ones."

Jeon In-hwa declared to the clan head.

"That's precisely why you won't succeed. You see humans as tools. I don't believe the world you save will remain intact like before."

"Just as a person who has experienced something can never be the same again, a world that has gone through an event cannot return to how it was before. I've listened to enough of a loser's laments. You may continue living as before, Father, but you will no longer have the same authority, and I will handle all practical matters. Just keep breathing."

With those final words, Jeon In-hwa signaled to the Exorcists following her, and the clan head was respectfully but forcibly dragged away.

After the clan head was removed, Jeon In-hwa, looking around the empty room, realized she was smiling without even knowing it.

---

Jeon In-hwa. A deficient person.

A heroine who sometimes turns into an enemy.

I was looking at Jeon In-hwa's stone staff.

This stone staff is a treasure of the Jeon Clan.

A stone staff created through magical engineering, said to have been used by Jeon Yun-hwa in the distant past.

The reason I could take it so recklessly was because I knew Jeon In-hwa well.

Lacking humanity, she wouldn't take reckless measures to recover the stone staff I had taken.

If its absence caused problems with her power within the clan, she would have used any means necessary, but since its absence didn't affect her tight grip on clan power, and she was strong even without it, she didn't bother.

Moreover, if it became known that she tried to kill me in an attempt to recover it, that would cause even bigger problems.

That's why she only made perfunctory attempts to recover it without making any official demands.

So that's why I could keep it like this...

"Come to think of it, I need to perform the awakening ritual for Hui-hyeon's sword soon."

I couldn't do it because of the children's deaths.

If there's no problem later, Jeon In-hwa will definitely try to recover this, so I should perform the awakening ritual as soon as Hui-hyeon arrives, I thought as I organized the documents I needed to submit and headed to the academy.

The streets were noisy with hammering sounds, probably due to the ongoing reconstruction after so many people died and buildings were damaged.

Yu Ji-a went out to work on the reconstruction project, saying she needed to earn her keep. Even though I told her there was no need.

Looking at it this way, it's quite admirable... but no. I hope she comes back soon. Hanai and Ganami will be worried.

I should drop by later and bring her a lunch box.

When I arrived at the academy, it also looked quite gloomy.

Even though it was under repair, traces of that day remained clearly on the walls throughout the academy.

There were also big changes within the academy.

Si Jeong-hyeok was essentially expelled, and Ji Seon-hwa, whose health was already poor due to the Black Death, stepped down from her teaching position due to major health issues after the recent incident.

So the acting teacher was the health teacher, Si Eun-mi.

"Good, thank you."

Si Eun-mi briefly thanked me after receiving the report and turned her attention back to the pile of work that had accumulated since she took the acting position.

I stood in front of Si Eun-mi for a moment before asking.

"Um, is Teacher Ji Seon-hwa okay?"

Si Eun-mi briefly took her eyes off the report to look at me before answering.

"...No, I can't even say she's fine as a platitude."

Sensing from her lowered tone that I shouldn't ask further, I obediently bowed my head and withdrew.

Si Eun-mi was definitely Si Jeong-hyeok's daughter.

She must have a lot on her mind, even apart from Ji Seon-hwa's situation.

As I was leaving the academy, I noticed Jin Seo-yeon looking for someone.

"........"

Thinking that getting involved with that psychopath would bring nothing good, I tried to pass by silently, but Jin Seo-yeon saw me and rushed over.

"Baek Ye-a. Talk with me for a moment."

"I have nothing to say to you."

"Just a moment, just a very brief moment."

After looking around at her insistence, I sighed lightly and said:

"So, what is it?"

To my question, Jin Seo-yeon stood silently for a moment before saying:

"Save Jeon In-hwa."

"...What?"

I momentarily doubted my ears at the words coming from Jin Seo-yeon's mouth.

Save Jeon In-hwa? What on earth was she talking about?

"Lee Hui-hyeon is your squad member! Didn't you order him to do it?"

"I really don't know what you're talking about. I'm leaving."

As I tried to coldly walk past her, Jin Seo-yeon fell to her knees.

"Hey, what are you doing?"

"Please, In-hwa is my friend! I'm begging you! Stop Lee Hui-hyeon! Save her! Please save her!"

I was greatly confused by Jin Seo-yeon's desperate behavior.

I really had no idea what she was talking about.
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Jin Seo-yeon suddenly appeared, begging me to save Jeon In-hwa.

As various thoughts flashed through my mind about how to handle this situation, I quickly put on the most clueless expression I could manage and said to Jin Seo-yeon:

"Seriously, I have no idea what you're talking about."

After hearing my words, Jin Seo-yeon rose from her kneeling position and said:

"Baek Ye-a. So you're going to play dumb even after I went as far as kneeling before you? Do you think this little victory of yours will last forever?"

I tried my best to convey my innocence through my expression, but it seemed to backfire with Jin Seo-yeon, who became even more agitated.

"You'll see. You'll definitely regret treating me like this when I've gone as far as kneeling before you."

Seriously, why is this girl throwing a tantrum out of nowhere?

Before I could open my mouth to say anything, Jin Seo-yeon glared at me one more time and stormed off, fuming.

"...Hmm."

Thinking I should ask Hui-hyeon what she's been up to, I started walking.

<>

This happened before the battle with Honwon.

"The master has ordered that you no longer involve yourself with Baek Ye-a."

One day, as Jin Seo-yeon was about to receive her usual report on Baek Ye-a, she heard these words from Kang Jeong-rip.

"What? Why would Father say that?"

To Jin Seo-yeon's question, Kang Jeong-rip replied:

"He instructed me not to explain the reason."

Seeing Kang Jeong-rip tightly seal his lips and remain silent afterward, Jin Seo-yeon said:

"Come on, Father wouldn't have told you nothing. He must have said something to you privately. Right?"

"Yes, he did say something to me privately."

"What did Father tell you?"

"Is that an order?"

"Yes, it's an order from me as your Young Mistress."

"He said that there is something too dangerous about Baek Ye-a to get involved with."

"What? You're telling me he ordered us to stop monitoring a vessel for such a flimsy reason? That woman is dangerous. She's not just some minor threat but a great evil that has deceived everyone and infiltrated our society as a vessel. Isn't it abandoning our basic duty as Exorcists to stop monitoring her just because there's 'something dangerous' about her?"

After that, no matter how much Jin Seo-yeon coaxed and pleaded, Kang Jeong-rip refused to say anything more.

So Jin Seo-yeon began hiring people outside the clan to gather information.

But some of those she hired for information gathering eventually came back with pale faces, saying:

"I... I don't want to be involved in this anymore. I'm out!"

"I'm sorry. This is as far as I go."

"Please, I beg you, don't call me for this kind of work ever again."

No matter how much more money she offered, they all adamantly refused and retreated as if fleeing.

Nevertheless, the information they gathered did accumulate, and based on these fragmented pieces, Jin Seo-yeon confirmed that Baek Ye-a was indeed something dangerously powerful.

"...What exactly have you been up to?"

And Lee Hui-hyeon was always present in the information gathered.

She had vaguely thought their relationship was deeper than mere squad members.

But she hadn't realized just how deep it went.

"What kind of scheme are you plotting by manipulating Lee Hui-hyeon?"

Every time Lee Hui-hyeon visited Baek Ye-a's house, something happened.

Whenever Lee Hui-hyeon made a move, some area would always become turbulent.

After confirming what they were up to by moving separately, Jin Seo-yeon was shocked by the conclusions she drew from the gathered information.

Respected figures in the Human World were suddenly disappearing without a trace.

And without any warning signs.

There was no concrete evidence that Lee Hui-hyeon was behind this.

But the Jin Clan's unique intuition whispered to Jin Seo-yeon that there was definitely some connection.

As she investigated further, Jin Seo-yeon soon discovered that Lee Hui-hyeon had extended his network within the Human World Council, and through these connections, had naturally reached Huye Ji-hyeon, a Councilor of the Central Exorcist Committee.

After that, without others knowing, Lee Hui-hyeon—or more precisely, Baek Ye-a standing behind him—had been obtaining everything they needed from the Human World Council.

Even an acquittal from "The Calling."

This should have been impossible.

But recently, the old hags of "The Calling" had been massacred by Honwon.

Could it be that even the massacre of "The Calling's" old hags was part of Baek Ye-a's plan?

Although they were killed by Honwon, what if it was at the request of Baek Ye-a, the vessel?

An acquittal from "The Calling" was something that couldn't be obtained without considerable political power—no, even with it.

Jin Seo-yeon was beginning to see Baek Ye-a as something more than just a vessel, something much larger.

And after the battle with Honwon ended, Jin Seo-yeon confirmed it.

Despite clearly being in Honwon's path, Baek Ye-a emerged completely unharmed without a scratch.

While other squad members were either dead or severely injured, only Baek Ye-a remained unharmed?

This didn't make sense.

Jin Seo-yeon finally realized it.

Baek Ye-a wasn't just a vessel possessed by some minor demon.

Baek Ye-a was a Great Demon.

Those fearsome beings who had inflicted devastating damage on Ganyangju and Myeongju during the 2nd Great Human-Demon War.

The Great Demon Honwon had left an indelible, fatal scar on Yegak Academy, the security forces, and the surrounding civilians.

The Human World had suffered critical wounds from direct invasion. Then what about Baek Ye-a, who was eating away at the Human World from within?

What kind of result would that bring?

The first person Jin Seo-yeon sought out after reaching this conclusion was Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, let's have a talk."

She hadn't dismissed the possibility that he was simply being used.

But judging by his outstanding talent, movements, and actions, Lee Hui-hyeon wasn't someone who would be merely used.

He might be someone who deeply sympathized with Baek Ye-a and sincerely followed her.

So Jin Seo-yeon told Lee Hui-hyeon:

"Stop it right now."

"What are you suddenly talking about?"

"Whatever you're doing with Baek Ye-a! Whatever it is, stop it!"

Unfortunately, Jin Seo-yeon wasn't a child gifted in persuasion.

Moreover, having discovered a huge secret(?) threatening the Human World, Jin Seo-yeon was in a state of mental confusion, making it even less likely for her non-existent persuasive skills to work.

Hearing Jin Seo-yeon's words, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"You mean things like this?"

Jin Seo-yeon, as if entranced, snatched the document he casually held out and looked at its contents.

And her eyes widened progressively.

The person Baek Ye-a was trying to eliminate through Lee Hui-hyeon this time was...

"...Jeon In-hwa this time?"

To Jin Seo-yeon's question, Lee Hui-hyeon asked:

"What do you think?"

"You bastard!"

Jin Seo-yeon tried to grab Lee Hui-hyeon by the collar, but he was faster, catching her wrist.

As Jin Seo-yeon gritted her teeth at her hand that wouldn't move no matter how much strength she applied, constricted as if by a snake, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"Jin Seo-yeon, stay put."

"What did you say?"

"How do you think you were able to gather information even in this manner? Have you considered that I might have deliberately leaked it?"

Only then did Jin Seo-yeon look at Lee Hui-hyeon's face.

Despite seeing him regularly at the academy, his expression now was infinitely cold and expressionless.

"I'll say it again, don't do anything. I've warned you."

With those words, Lee Hui-hyeon released Jin Seo-yeon's hand.

After trembling for a moment, Jin Seo-yeon immediately rushed to Baek Ye-a, but Baek Ye-a only responded with an infinitely cold and haughty expression:

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

Even though she begged on her knees to save her friend, Baek Ye-a's expression remained cold and haughty, and finally, unable to bear it any longer, Jin Seo-yeon stood up and shouted at Baek Ye-a:

"Baek Ye-a. So you're going to play dumb even after I went as far as kneeling before you? Do you think this little victory of yours will last forever?"

And she returned home fuming, but Jin Seo-yeon recalled Lee Hui-hyeon again.

That inhuman demeanor that somehow discouraged any thought of defiance.

Lee Hui-hyeon's cold gaze and expression were clearly those of someone who had dealt with many people in a ruthless manner.

"I should at least warn In-hwa. That Baek Ye-a is targeting her..."

She muttered to herself, but Jin Seo-yeon simply couldn't bring herself to act.

Because Lee Hui-hyeon's words kept echoing in her mind:

'Don't do anything. I've warned you.'

<>

At a public hearing where Exorcists had gathered, Jeon In-hwa looked around at the Exorcists and said:

"Fellow Exorcists, respected Council members. I stand here solely as the successor of the Jeon Clan, dedicated to the Human World."

As all eyes turned to her, Jeon In-hwa cleared her throat once and said:

"Fellow Exorcists, respected Council members. We have suffered great wounds in recent days. Children were massacred, security forces who always diligently fulfilled their duties were massacred, and civilians who diligently worked in their livelihoods for the Human World were massacred!"

Jeon In-hwa waited until the surroundings quieted down before continuing:

"Was all this because we lacked effort? Were the security forces massacred because they neglected their training? Were the children massacred because they neglected their studies? No. We put in sufficient effort. But despite this sufficient effort, we had to suffer great damage. Why is that?"

After continuing with these questions, Jeon In-hwa struck the podium.

"It's because Honwon attacked through a path we never imagined! A place where any effort becomes futile! A place no preparation could reach! Through tunnels! We were stabbed in the back in a way we never imagined! Yes! We were not lacking! Rather, we fought better than ever before! As proof, places that were perfectly prepared suffered no damage!"

Jeon In-hwa subtly omitted mentioning Lee Hui-hyeon's achievements as she continued:

"But everyone, isn't it strange? We were clearly stabbed in the back. But who was holding that knife? Honwon? Yes, that's correct. Honwon stabbed us in the back. But I see something bigger behind it. Someone more evil and more vicious."

As people murmured after hearing Jeon In-hwa's words, someone asked her:

"Who is behind it? Do you know something, Ms. Jeon In-hwa?"

"Yes, of course. I already know. The one behind it is none other than Baek Ye-a."

The surroundings became even noisier at Jeon In-hwa's words.

From questions about who Baek Ye-a was to discussions about the Baek Clan.

As the commotion subsided, Jeon In-hwa spoke again:

"Baek Ye-a, who received an inexplicable 'pending' judgment from 'The Calling' before. Baek Ye-a, who received an acquittal through dubious means from 'The Calling' this time! I assert that this Baek Ye-a is behind the recent crisis!"
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The greatest exorcist and strategist in the human world.

The Annihilator.

Though it doesn't match his temperament, once he sets his mind to something, he can manipulate the psychology of humans—even monsters—as he pleases.

With his natural talent and disposition, plus the infinite experience gained through regression, it would be fair to say that no one in the human world can currently stand against Lee Hui-hyeon.

And right now, that Lee Hui-hyeon...

"Hold your hands up properly."

...was standing before Baek Ye-a with his hands raised.

---

"Okay, I pretty much understand what you've been up to."

After pacing around with my head in my hands, I stopped in front of Hui-hyeon, who was expressionlessly holding his hands up, and spoke.

"But the scale of what you're doing is way too big! Aaaargh!"

"Uwaaah!"

I grabbed Hui-hyeon's hair and pulled while screaming, causing him to cry out in pain.

After this little outburst, I released his hair and sat down in front of him.

"I know you did all this with me in mind. I understand that whatever you did was for the human world. But Hui-hyeon, who do you work for?"

"The heavens?"

"You still have energy to joke around? Do you really want to get scolded?"

It didn't take long for Hui-hyeon to scream again after muttering, "I'm already being scolded..."

"I know what you're worried about."

When I looked at him as if telling him to continue, Hui-hyeon spoke as if trying to comfort me.

"But what you're worried about won't happen. I promise."

"...At least you can say that much."

I let out a light sigh before speaking.

"You can put your hands down now."

After letting Hui-hyeon lower his hands, I tapped my arm with my finger and said:

"Well, to be fair, those people would claim I have a vile desire to dye the human world red even if I accidentally cut my finger and bled a little. But did you really need to provoke them like that? More importantly, why didn't you tell me anything?"

When I first heard about what Hui-hyeon was doing, what I felt was self-loathing.

Even if I had split and my dark Ye-a had taken all the smart and cold-headed parts of me, I wondered if I was really someone who inspired so little trust.

"It makes cutting off the tail easier."

But Hui-hyeon's words made me frown.

"Tail? You're not a tail. You're the body. The kind of body that bleeds profusely when cut. So don't say things like that."

After lightly scolding Hui-hyeon, I asked:

"What else? Are you hiding anything else from me?"

To my question, Hui-hyeon replied in an extremely calm tone.

"Just so you know, I'm going to eliminate Jeon In-hwa this time."

"Ah, eliminate. Eliminate, you say."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I responded calmly, as if I'd been expecting this.

"You don't seem very surprised."

"Actually, I've been thinking about various things regarding Jeon In-hwa and Jin Seo-yeon."

But I had been quite hesitant to act on those thoughts until now.

Why? Because I still liked the heroines from the game in reality?

That was absolutely not the case.

Having already ruined this world once and now accepting it as reality, I couldn't let such sentimentality ruin things again.

It was more like... a feeling of crossing a line as a human?

You know how in those cathartic stories, the protagonist kills all the enemies blocking their path or reduces them to a fate worse than death, crushing third-rate villains for satisfaction.

Breaking someone's hand and nose just because they approached you after you became a woman.

In some cases, even killing them just to destroy a flag.

In stories, this is acceptable. Because they're not real people.

They're just created characters.

If I had considered this world to be a game rather than reality, I might have eliminated Jeon In-hwa and destroyed Jin Seo-yeon without any pangs of conscience.

After all, I know their weaknesses.

But they are "humans."

"Humans" who shouldn't be killed or treated carelessly.

That's why, even though they stood in my way and even tried to fatally harm me, it took quite some time for me to harbor thoughts of "eliminating" Jeon In-hwa or Jin Seo-yeon.

But I had no intention of standing by while Hui-hyeon stepped forward to dirty his hands.

After organizing my thoughts briefly, I said to Hui-hyeon:

"Hui-hyeon, I know you've thought of various things for my sake."

After rolling the words around in my mouth for a moment, I continued:

"But could you leave the 'elimination' of Jeon In-hwa to me?"

"May I ask about your plan?"

At Hui-hyeon's question, I thought for a moment before opening my mouth.

---

Jeon In-hwa's accusation shook the entire human world without Baek Ye-a's knowledge.

What started with an anonymous letter to the Council had come this far.

But not everyone supported Jeon In-hwa's accusations.

"Is this information reliable? I assume you're fully prepared for the potential backlash if there's no clear evidence?"

"Since when did the sacred Human World Council become a place for such slanderous propaganda? It's difficult to agree with the claim that an exorcist from the Baek Clan conspired with Honwon to create such a tragedy."

These opinions came from the Central Security Committee.

Even if there was evidence, an investigation that should have been conducted calmly at the security level had been made public in this manner, which couldn't be viewed favorably by the Security Committee.

But their opinions weren't unified either.

"This is our chance to find out why so many of our members had to die! We must conduct a thorough investigation this time!"

Such opinions were especially prevalent among field officers who had to work closely with the security forces that had suffered mass casualties.

Amid this political chaos, the Central Exorcist Council, a key institution whose mere word could significantly strengthen either side, remained silent.

"Shouldn't we express some opinion too?"

To this internal suggestion, Huye Ji-hyeon firmly replied:

"No. Organizations tasked with protecting the human world from demons should keep their mouths shut and observe this situation carefully. If anyone expresses an opinion, either officially or privately, I will personally remove them."

As she said this, Huye Ji-hyeon recalled what Lee Hui-hyeon had told her.

"Just in case, don't get involved in this matter at all."

"Why not?"

"Because..."

After hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's explanation, Huye Ji-hyeon felt relieved that she wasn't opposing him and proceeded to silence the members of the Central Exorcist Council.

The Won-gak Cult branch was joining Jeon In-hwa's accusation and demanding a strong investigation.

"This tragedy, as Lady Jeon In-hwa said, couldn't have occurred normally! There must be someone behind it!"

"Our children and parents have shed blood. If there's someone behind this, we must investigate thoroughly!"

When the Won-gak Cult, which had not deeply involved itself in political matters until now, unprecedentedly spoke up, demands for investigation also erupted from the mouths of the people who believed in the cult. Eventually, the chairman of the Security Committee had to come forward and promise an investigation to the public.

Everything was flowing according to Jeon In-hwa's wishes.

Even if there was no collusion with Honwon, now that the matter had grown so large, the investigation team would need to dig up something.

Though it seemed solid at a glance, Baek Ye-a had a weak link.

That was none other than the suspicious record and acquittal from "The Calling."

It was a scarlet letter that would follow Baek Ye-a for life if left alone, so they probably obtained a "not guilty" verdict by any means necessary.

The Central Exorcist Council, which contributed to this acquittal, and Lee Hui-hyeon, who dared to bare his teeth at her, would need to be dealt with someday, but Jeon In-hwa's main target now was Baek Ye-a.

It would be difficult to make enemies of both the Central Exorcist Council and Lee Hui-hyeon when focusing firepower on one target was barely enough.

Therefore, the overt offensive was concentrated solely on Baek Ye-a.

As the situation grew, vermin began to gather.

There were too many who should take responsibility for this incident.

While the Baek Clan remained silent, or more precisely, abandoned Baek Ye-a, she was too easy and delicious prey to be used as a political punching bag to navigate this political crisis.

Nothing could divert the public's attention better than the sensational story of an exorcist with outstanding looks from the Baek Clan turning out to be possessed by a monster.

Therefore, they thought there would be some movement from Baek Ye-a's side when they attacked her like this.

Some wanted to crush Baek Ye-a in response to that movement to gain favor with Jeon In-hwa.

Others were salivating to get a tasty piece of meat from what would fall in this incident.

But there was no movement whatsoever from Baek Ye-a's side.

Ch.167 - 1. Internal Cleanup (6)
Jeon In-hwa had done something that wasn't funny at all.

Me, the mastermind? I don't know when I became such a big shot.

But what's done is done, and I decided to use this opportunity to eliminate Jeon In-hwa.

When I say eliminate, I don't mean physical elimination.

I just want to strip away her reputation, authority, and all those lackeys who do her bidding, then confine her to the Jeon Clan's territory so she's excluded from any important developments.

So the first action I took was to "completely ignore" her.

Whether Jeon In-hwa was spinning her arms like windmills trying to defeat me or not, I kept my mouth shut and continued with what I was doing.

Defending myself against accusations of being a vessel at this point would be amateur hour.

In the past—I mean the past in the real world—there was a man named Richard Nixon who, during the Watergate scandal, said "I am not a crook," which only cemented the word "crook" in citizens' minds.

He essentially did his political opponents' expensive smear campaign against himself at a bargain price.

So if I were to attend the council meetings or go around defending myself that I'm not a vessel, as if I had something to hide, the word "vessel" would only stick more firmly in people's minds.

What I was counting on was that common sense still functioned within the council.

Jeon In-hwa's accusation was such an overreach that it made me doubt if she was the Jeon In-hwa I knew.

It was a pathetic attack that couldn't have happened unless someone had deliberately agitated her.

At first glance, Jeon In-hwa might seem very powerful right now, but that's only temporary.

In the past, McCarthy in America rode the anti-communist wave and wielded power in American politics by accusing random people of being spies.

But Jeon In-hwa's target was only me.

What this means is that once we get through this moment, there will be a chance to counterattack.

Above all, I have Hui-hyeon on my side.

As I was waiting for this storm to pass, events took an unexpected turn.


I borrowed a car to send Yu Ji-a back to Ikseonju.

While waiting for the car to arrive, Ji-a said to me:

"Baek Ye-a, Baek Ye-a. Are you sure you'll be okay alone?"

Hearing Ji-a's words, I nodded and said:

"Yes, I think I'll be fine now. And I'm not alone. I have Hui-hyeon and Yu-na... too."

Yu-na was still unconscious in the ICU where visitors were restricted.

Come to think of it, maybe it's better that she's in the hospital right now.

With Yu-na's personality, seeing the Human World split in half and fighting like this would be an extremely painful sight.

Moreover—and this might sound cold—since Yu-na knows I'm a vessel, she might have spoken up if she were awake, which makes it even more complicated.

Soon the car arrived, and I handed Ji-a some food I had prepared and said:

"Ji-a. Try to avoid going out for a while when you get back."

"Huh? Why?"

"The atmosphere isn't good these days."

I gave Ji-a a vague explanation, but there was a specific reason why I was sending her back by car.

The controversy that started with Jeon In-hwa's accusation against me was gradually spreading in unexpected directions.

There's a saying in the real world: madness is like gravity—all it needs is a little push.

What began as talk about Honwon's mastermind soon spilled over to people from the Outlands.

Suspicions began to spread that those living in the Outlands had either remained silent about or collaborated with Honwon digging tunnels.

The people of the Outlands were those who had fled from the oppression of the Bloodline Clans, the people of the Human World.

Given this background, the suspicion that they might have helped Honwon or remained silent had some persuasiveness, which actually bought me some time.

Since the most suspicious were the Bloodline Clan members in the Outlands, the opinion that they should be investigated first gained strength, which kept the blade from reaching me for now.

Since these people were widely scattered and hiding throughout the Outlands, I thought there wouldn't be much trouble, but I still felt this trend wasn't good.

Some of them might eventually come to the Human World, and I wondered if it was okay for such negative public opinion to spread.

So I mentioned it to Hui-hyeon.

"Oh, that? I helped a bit with that. To buy time."

Hui-hyeon said it as casually as if he were discussing today's lunch menu.

I see. Our friend Hui-hyeon doesn't just hide things—he acts first and tells me later.

"Hui-hyeon."

"Yes?"

"Why would you do something like that without discussing it first?!!!!"

"Ye-a! Ye-a! Let me explain...! Aaaaaaaaaaaahhhhh!!!!"

After grabbing Hui-hyeon's head and spinning him around like a pinwheel, I finally calmed down and sat in front of him with his hair all disheveled.

Well, I did it out of anger, but I guess an Exorcist's body can do things like this too.

"I think I might go bald at this rate..."

"What did you say?"

"Nothing, nothing at all."

I glared at Hui-hyeon, and shortly after, I heard the whole story from him.

"First of all, according to your plan, what we need is time. But with the Human World already buzzing with talk about a 'mastermind,' no ordinary method could delay the investigation coming your way."

"Yes, and?"

"So I just added fuel to the rumors that were already spreading. The suspicion about the Outlands."

"So you're saying that since these suspicions were going to spread anyway, you just jumped on the bandwagon and made it bigger? You didn't actively spread it yourself?"

"That's what I'm saying."

"Then it's okay... No way it is!"

Just as I was about to be convinced, I pinched Hui-hyeon's arm.

Pinch, pinch.

"Owww! Ye-a! My arm! My arm!"

"Yes, feeling lively, aren't you? Huh?"

"No, it hurts!"

What I realized here was that Hui-hyeon's sense of boundaries for what's acceptable was quite blurred compared to others.

Given Hui-hyeon's personality, this was clearly a trait developed through multiple regressions, but...

"Hui-hyeon, couldn't you try methods that don't harm others in the future? Unless it's absolutely necessary..."

I trailed off, looking at Hui-hyeon, who put his hand on his head and said:

"Even this was me showing restraint. I had more extreme methods available."

"......"

Hearing that he had more extreme methods, I decided to say nothing more.

Right, it's my fault for asking him to be completely honest in the first place.


As more time passed, I had to face a completely unwelcome face.

"It's been a while, sister. I'm sincerely sorry about what happened."

Baek Ye-na, still looking at me with those blue eyes that made it impossible to read her thoughts.

"Yes, Unnie. What brings you here?"

Normally, Baek Ye-na would have tormented me by saying, "Do I need a specific reason to visit my sister's home?" but surprisingly, she just smiled instead of picking a fight.

No, why are you smiling? It's ominous.

"The reason I've come to see you directly is partly to see my sister's face after returning from Ganyangju, but also to inform you that the clan has decided to defend you."

The clan? Me? Why?

I really don't understand why.

After showing no reaction until now, why suddenly this?

But since they were offering to defend me, there was no reason to say anything negative, so I forced myself to appear pleased.

"That's really something to be grateful for."

"Indeed. Always be grateful to the clan."

I smiled while mentally giving her the middle finger.

After sitting quietly in my chair for a while, looking at me, Baek Ye-na tapped the table with her finger and spoke.

"Baek Ye-a. How about clearing out your life here and returning to the main house? Living outside exposes you to all sorts of riffraff getting involved with you, like in this incident."

"What?"

I almost said "what the fuck."

Has Baek Ye-na gone crazy? Well, she was always crazy, but this is beyond nonsense.

The main house? Me? Why?

Why would I go back to that suffocating place?

"No. We don't know when the academy will reopen, and moreover..."

As I was desperately trying to come up with "37 reasons why I shouldn't return to the main house," Baek Ye-na said:

"You seem to really hate the main house."

With an expression like a hawk that had caught its prey, Baek Ye-na stood up, looking quite pleased.

"Are you leaving now?"

"Yes, I've delivered all I needed to. Unless you'd like to have dinner together later?"

How does she always choose the most difficult things to respond to? Fucking bitch.

I almost said that, but I managed to keep my mouth shut and said:

"Yes, it would be nice for sisters to have a meal together after so long."

"But I have a prior engagement. Let's postpone our meal together for another time."

With those words, Baek Ye-na left the house, and I flipped her off with both hands before sprinkling salt.

Just my bad luck.

---

"Mountain rabbit, little rabbit. Where are you going? Where are you crawling to, so slowly?"

Singing in a somewhat cheerful tone, "Baek Ye-a" was smiling slightly.

Scraaape—the tip of the blade scraped the ground, creating a line of blood.

"Ah, I really couldn't have imagined you'd be this weak, Cheongdam."

"......"

Despite "Baek Ye-a's" words, Cheongdam was still crawling with his fingertips.

"Baek Ye-a's" hunt for Cheongdam had happened in an instant.

Finding it annoying to hear him speak, she cut his vocal cords; still finding his speech irritating, she cut out his tongue; then, disliking that he was at eye level with her, she cut off his legs.

The result was the current Cheongdam, crawling on the ground like an insect.

"Ah, I suppose it's natural for someone whose mouth was his only asset to become this weak when his mouth is taken away? What kind of nerve did you have to do such a thing? Hm?"

Although "Baek Ye-a" could have finished Cheongdam in one go if she wanted, the reason she didn't was because he had dared to pick a fight with her last time.

It was fine if Baek Ye-a suffered. After all, she was just a pet left behind so Lee Hui-hyeon wouldn't be lonely.

But because this drew "Baek Ye-a" into Baek Ye-a's situation, delaying her plans, "Baek Ye-a" felt displeasure for the first time in a very long while and was now bestowing that displeasure upon Cheongdam without restraint.

After all, it would be a luxury to hope for a peaceful death after doing such things.

"Baek, Ye..."

Despite being chopped up by "Baek Ye-a," perhaps because a great yokai is still a great yokai, Cheongdam had already regenerated his tongue and called out "Baek Ye-a's" name as a yokai.

"Yes, Cheongdam."

Looking up at "Baek Ye-a," who responded as kindly as if nothing had happened, Cheongdam struggled to speak.

"I understand that He is not at your center. That makes me even more curious. What are you plotting that requires killing Honwon and me? Why do you need our deaths?"

Hearing Cheongdam's words, "Baek Ye-a" expressionlessly lifted her gaze to look into the distance.

"This place is always so red, no matter when I look at it."

At "Baek Ye-a's" sudden comment, Cheongdam silently waited for her next words.

"Cheongdam."

But the words that followed weren't what Cheongdam had hoped for.

"Why would any of that matter to someone who's about to be chopped into pieces?"

"Baek Ye-a" raised her sword.
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The next morning.

After the investigation team departed for the Outlands, the people were demanding an investigation into the mastermind, noisily passing by my house on the outskirts, and watchful eyes seemed to have increased from somewhere. It was a very bright and lovely day.

I was thinking that on such a bright and wonderful day, I should just stay home and breathe quietly, but another visitor came.

The visitor was none other than Huye Jin.

I thought I smelled a loser even before opening the door, and sure enough, it was our genuine Huye-loser.

Aha.

"Hello, Miss Ye-a."

"Hello, Huye Jin. What brings you here so early in the morning?"

I spoke with a tone that conveyed my wish for her to leave soon, but Huye-loser, true to her socially awkward nature, seemed oblivious as she smiled at me and said:

"Between us, I can visit you early in the morning, can't I? May I come in for a moment?"

Somehow having built up an immense internal sense of closeness that I wasn't aware of, Huye Jin was pretending to be close to me and asking if she could come in.

Hmm, I feel like bullying someone.

Seeing our genuine Huye-loser, who mistakenly thinks we're friends just because we fought together a few times, suddenly reminded me of a certain movie.

There was a pig who got beaten up by the school bullies after thinking he was one of them just because they let him hang around a few times.

If Huye Jin had been born in the real world, she would definitely have been the type to barge into conversations between popular girls asking "what are you talking about?" only to be brutally shut down.

It's really fortunate for this socially awkward loser that she was born as the successor to such a prestigious family...

"Miss Ye-a? What are you thinking about so deeply?"

"Nothing, Miss Huye-loser. It's nothing."

"Huye-loser?"

Oops.

"Oh, I'm sorry. My tongue got twisted. Come in, please."

To prevent Huye Jin from having time to think, I grabbed her hand and pulled her in.

"Come to think of it, I don't see that child."

After coming inside and looking around as if searching for someone, Huye Jin suddenly said to me.

"Which child are you referring to?"

"Yu Ji-a. That Dragon Blood Clan child we helped. I thought I might be able to meet her after a long time, but where is she?"

It seemed Huye Jin's internal relationship-building wasn't limited to just me.

Ji-a still has seizures at the mere mention of the Huye Clan, but surely Huye Jin doesn't think they're friends?

If she does, then Huye Jin truly deserves recognition. For whatever that's worth.

"Ji-a returned to Ikseonju. The atmosphere here isn't very good to keep her around."

"I see. That's really unfortunate."

Ignoring the rest of Huye Jin's words, I said:

"Please have a seat while I make some tea."

"No, that's fine."

"Sit down."

After making Huye Jin sit, I brewed some tea.

The reason I insisted on making tea was to buy myself time to think.

First of all, Huye Jin wouldn't have come here without a reason.

Knowing what kind of trouble I'm involved in, she must have come with a purpose.

But I didn't think her intention was to harm me.

Huye Jin is... harmless, compared to Jeon In-hwa or Jin Seo-yeon.

Not to the point where I'd think I need to "eliminate" her if necessary.

Huye Jin only loses her mind when something terrible happens to her family.

Even in the previous cycle, she started drifting away after losing her sibling Huye In.

Which means now...

After finishing brewing the tea, I placed it on a tray and returned to the room where Huye Jin was sitting.

As soon as I put down the teacup and sat across from her, Huye Jin spoke:

"First, I'd like to express my sincere condolences for the unjust situation you're experiencing, Miss Ye-a."

"Thank you."

"Miss Ye-a, our Huye Clan has decided to remain silent on this matter."

Hearing Huye Jin's words, I thought to myself:

Yeah, okay. So what?

It's not like I have deep ties with the Huye Clan, so why is she coming here to tell me this?

No sooner had I thought this than Huye Jin raised her head resolutely and said:

"But I, Huye Jin, have personally decided to help you, Miss Ye-a."

"You, Miss Huye Jin?"

Hmm, this is a bit surprising.

"Actually, I wanted to widely publicize Miss Ye-a's achievement in defeating Honwon, which you yielded to our family... but my clan opposed it. They said that my reputation has already been damaged after losing my Squad Members, especially Ju-yeong, and it would be fatal if people found out that my great achievement was actually something that was yielded to me."

I almost shouted in the middle of her speech.

Why on earth would you try to reveal that? Is she crazy?

But Huye Jin misunderstood my reaction and gave me an apologetic look as she said:

"But don't worry. As the successor of the Huye Clan, if I persuade well enough, I'm sure my father will..."

"No, it's fine."

"But the easiest way to dispel this situation is only through this method..."

"As a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan myself, I understand the importance of reputation. I already yielded the achievement for a reason, so that matter is concluded. Let's not speak of it anymore."

After I gave a long and sophisticated way of saying "if I tell you not to do it, don't do it," Huye Jin bowed her head, seemingly apologetic.

"You truly are a person of great depth, Miss Ye-a."

Not at all. I was just mentally making fun of you earlier.

I just hope this doesn't cause more problems later.

"Let's move past that topic. So how exactly do you plan to help me personally?"

"First, I persuaded the Baek Clan through Baek Ye-na to help with your defense."

Wow, that was dangerous. I almost threw her out the window.

Now I understood why Baek Ye-na suddenly came to me talking about defense.

So I give you credit for defeating Honwon, and you throw a bomb at me?

"It seems to me that despite your skills and character, you're being discriminated against in your clan. A Successor Candidate of the clan is suffering like this, yet there's no movement from them. After all this is over, I'll help you receive the treatment you deserve from your clan."

"Yes... that's very kind of you."

I wonder if this was what she was planning to do if I had handed over Hui-hyeon as a Squad Member last time?

I never intended to hand him over anyway, but thinking about it now, I'm really glad I didn't give Hui-hyeon to her back then. I spent time listening to various offers of help from Huye Jin.

Though I didn't think they would be very helpful, having more allies is always better.

This would make my plans go more smoothly too.

<>

"Was there any reaction today?"

"No, there's been no response from Baek Ye-a's side. And Huye Jin visited Baek Ye-a's house."

"...I see. Thank you. You may go now."

After the subordinate bowed and left, Jeon In-hwa bit her fingernails.

*Did I make too risky a move? No, if I hadn't struck first, I would be the one being torn apart by now.*

In truth, Jeon In-hwa was well aware that she had made a risky move.

But she had reasons why she had to act this way.

Why did Jeon In-hwa make the reckless move of openly accusing Baek Ye-a before the council without considering the consequences?

Originally, Jeon In-hwa had no intention of handling things this way.

She had planned to connect the weakest link—the incident at "The Calling"—with Baek Ye-a's past that somehow didn't match her current appearance, and Baek Ye-a's suspicious behavior during the Honwon battle. She would use thorough logic and evidence she had gathered to send Baek Ye-a away in one fell swoop.

But everything went wrong when Lee Hui-hyeon came to Jeon In-hwa.

The "evidence" that she thought she had completely destroyed.

All that evidence was in Lee Hui-hyeon's hands.

What did this mean?

This was something Lee Hui-hyeon couldn't have done alone.

At first, Jeon In-hwa thought it was Lee Hui-hyeon acting independently, but only after things had gone this far did she realize.

Behind all this was Baek Ye-a.

Baek Ye-a. The Vessel she thought she could simply remove.

But Baek Ye-a was no ordinary Vessel.

She was something more vicious, using Lee Hui-hyeon as her hunting dog and planting spies within the clan, preparing to remove anyone who stood in her way—like harboring hundreds of snakes in her belly.

Jeon In-hwa finally realized.

Baek Ye-a had made everything look like Lee Hui-hyeon's independent action so that she could cut him loose if things went wrong!

Upon reaching this conclusion, Jeon In-hwa slammed the table and shouted:

"Baek Ye-a! You Vessel who deserves to rot hanging from the Divine Sandalwood Tree!"

Soon regaining her composure with deep breaths, Jeon In-hwa removed her hand from the table.

"But you made a mistake, Baek Ye-a. I'm not someone who only believes in what appears on the surface...!"

No matter how skilled Baek Ye-a was at manipulating people's psychology, she wouldn't have anticipated this.

She could clearly envision Baek Ye-a trembling at home, faced with something she never expected.

"Yes, I wasn't wrong. I made the best move I could."

Muttering quietly, Jeon In-hwa organized the plan in her mind.

Even though she had landed a blow against Baek Ye-a, Jeon In-hwa still felt uneasy.

Because according to the laws of the Human World, while not as severe as being a Vessel, Jeon In-hwa's existence was also a crime.

Jeon In-hwa was born through magical engineering that had been banned after the first Great Human-Demon War.

A forbidden life-creation technique that was unanimously banned by the newly forming Human World Council just as it was beginning to gain popularity.

Being a crime just by existing, Jeon In-hwa had committed countless more sins.

She had massacred her siblings by disguising it as accidents or illness, imprisoned her father, the clan head, and engaged in illegal or quasi-legal activities to further strengthen the clan's power.

It was clearly wrong.

But all of these actions were merely part of the process for the savior who would bring salvation to the Human World to stand tall.

Jeon In-hwa was justified.

She was not in a position to be accused of crimes by a mere Vessel!

But Baek Ye-a cowardly used Lee Hui-hyeon to threaten and pressure Jeon In-hwa, and thinking she would be harmed if she remained passive, Jeon In-hwa moved first.

She released the evidence she had gathered and appeared before the council to publicly accuse Baek Ye-a.

Without considering the situation, she mobilized the Won-gak Cult to build public opinion so that even if Lee Hui-hyeon attacked her, it would be buried under a bigger story.

Baek Ye-a would go around claiming her innocence, and Jeon In-hwa would steadily produce evidence to pressure her further.

It was certainly a good plan.

But while Baek Ye-a showed no reaction, the evidence that Jeon In-hwa had clearly possessed somehow disappeared without a trace, and suddenly the direction of the investigation shifted to suspecting the blood clans from the Outlands rather than Baek Ye-a.

Additionally, the Central Exorcist Committee, which she had expected to move actively to lessen their own transgressions, remained quiet without any opinion, and only a few small fry who wanted to catch Jeon In-hwa's eye were attacking Baek Ye-a—and even they couldn't inflict any real damage.

Perhaps if she had run to Baek Ye-a now and begged to end this, there might have been a better outcome, but Jeon In-hwa's pride wouldn't allow it. Moreover, her rationality was paralyzed, unable to recognize that things were going increasingly wrong.

As Jeon In-hwa deliberately turned a blind eye to reality, the footsteps of destruction were drawing ever closer.
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After meeting with Baek Ye-a, Huye Jin left the house with a smile, but soon her expression turned glum.

In truth, Huye Jin had been hesitating all along.

She recalled what Jeon In-hwa had said during their previous meeting.

But as soon as Huye Jin heard that Jeon In-hwa had gone ahead and filed a complaint against Baek Ye-a, she began taking action to help her "friend" Baek Ye-a.

Everyone needs to experience someone up close to know their true nature.

At first glance, there were certainly suspicious elements just as Jeon In-hwa had said, but in the end, Baek Ye-a had killed Honwon and saved her once again.

Based on this fact alone, Huye Jin felt she couldn't turn her back on Baek Ye-a out of moral obligation.

That's why Huye Jin informed the Baek Clan about Baek Ye-a's difficult situation and secured a promise of legal defense through Baek Ye-na.

Of course, it would be a lie to say she had no doubts during the process.

From the beginning, this wasn't something Huye Jin should have been involved in, and the Baek Clan should have taken action before she had to step in personally. The fact that they only moved when another great exorcist family intervened showed Huye Jin how serious the internal strife within the Baek Clan had become.

She thought this behavior was quite serious for a faction of a great exorcist family, but then again, weren't they the group that had engaged in a grand suicide drama through mutual slaughter in the past? So Huye Jin decided to just be grateful that her request was being honored at all.

Beyond that, Huye Jin went around finding people who had been quietly favorable toward Baek Ye-a and advocated for her. Being the successor of the Huye Clan, the most powerful family of Exorcists, she was able to secure promises of support for Baek Ye-a from these people.

During this process, there was subtle pressure from the Jeon Clan, but she dismissed it by saying this was purely her personal initiative.

After all that effort to help, Baek Ye-a's reaction was, how should she put it...

Right, "ambiguous." It was ambiguous.

Was it because they had competed over Lee Hui-hyeon last time?

Even if that wasn't the case, the Huye Clan was closer to the Jeon Clan than to the Baek Clan, and moreover, they had seized the position of the number one great exorcist family by taking advantage of the gap created during the Baek Clan's Fratricide.

Of course, they say nobody cares about that anymore, but Baek Ye-a was still a successor candidate of the Baek Clan, despite being ostracized.

So she might be sensitive about that point.

"Was I too insensitive?" Huye Jin muttered worriedly, unaware of Baek Ye-a's true feelings.

Sometimes, ignorance is bliss.

<>

When I chose silence instead of pleading innocence while running around the Council, the other side seemed to be getting impatient.

My thorough strategy of ignoring them was somewhat successful.

The investigation team that had left for the Outlands returned and remained silent, saying they were preparing their announcement. As time passed, the initially murderous atmosphere, where it seemed like I could be cut down with just the touch of a blade, eased slightly.

Let's set aside the minor incidents—protest signs appearing in front of my house, letters flying in from all directions, and occasional eggs or stones being thrown. I had chosen a moderate approach anticipating these things would happen.

One puzzling thing was that Jin Seo-yeon, who I expected would run around like a rabid wolf cub following Jeon In-hwa, was strangely quiet.

According to Hui-hyeon, even when Jeon In-hwa contacted her under the table asking for help, she repeatedly said she couldn't help without definitive evidence. That Jin Seo-yeon.

Honestly, it was hard to believe, but I decided to just accept it. Jin Seo-yeon is the successor of the Jin Clan, another great exorcist family, so maybe she realized something. That this situation isn't just a poisoned chalice—it's pure poison.

Having bought time this way, I met with various people through introductions from Hui-hyeon and Huye Jin, who had joined to help me despite not being part of the original plan.

"To bring down Jeon In-hwa in one go, a few pieces of evidence won't be enough. We need clear proof that Jeon In-hwa framed you with malicious intent to make her shut up."

After saying this, Hui-hyeon seemed to be preparing something while personally meeting with various people.

It's probably better not to ask what exactly he's doing.

The people I met through Huye Jin's introductions were investigators who had gone to the Outlands and returned with investigative authority.

"Huye Jin, who are these people?"

"They're the investigators in charge of Ye-a's case."

"...Is it okay to call such people here like this?"

"I figured that if they investigated Ye-a publicly, there might be external pressure, and it wouldn't be good for Ye-a either, so I pulled some strings. You can be comfortable being investigated here."

Isn't this... clearly overstepping authority?

It was really unexpected since Huye Jin wasn't usually someone who liked to throw her power around.

When I asked why, Huye Jin smiled and said:

"I personally owe Ye-a many favors. Above all, I believe in Ye-a's innocence. Are you uncomfortable with this?"

Despite doing all this, Huye Jin looked at me nervously as if something was bothering her.

No, how can someone be such a dork to be nervous after helping this much?

If by any chance I were found guilty, Huye Jin would have to deal with the appropriate backlash. This was far too much assistance to be considered ordinary help.

"Not at all. Thank you for your consideration."

"Good, I'm glad. There will be several more investigations scheduled, so please try to keep this time slot open."

"I will."

Thanks to Huye Jin's help, I was able to be investigated in a relatively friendly atmosphere, but separately, the charge against me was the terrifying accusation of "treason against humanity."

Actually, I had planned to voluntarily appear and request an investigation from the beginning, but having it conducted secretly in a friendly atmosphere like this wasn't a bad thing.

And so, the stones were gradually being placed on the Go board to crush Jeon In-hwa.



While Jeon In-hwa was self-destructing with her reckless moves, I was preparing a heavy, decisive blow.

Jeon In-hwa's fate was already sealed.

Her fate? As I said before, she'll be summoned by me, get publicly beaten down, then make excuses about taking time for self-reflection before running back to the Jeon Clan's headquarters like a pig with fireworks stuck up its ass.

For this born-wrong mental case fanatic, what could be worse humiliation?

Living in seclusion at her headquarters, having lost all credibility and persuasiveness.

Of course, even a rotten croaker is still a fish—after some time passes, she'll crawl out of her headquarters and start strutting around again, but by then, I'll have built up my strength.

I'll have put down deep roots that Jeon In-hwa won't be able to push away no matter how hard she tries.

Perhaps realizing that her time of destruction was approaching, Jeon In-hwa desperately threw cat punches at me, hoping for some reaction by using the Won-gak Cult to incite people.

If you ask whether cat punches hurt or not. Of course they do.

Even though it was just a Won-gak Cult branch still under the Jeon Clan's influence that hit me, the Won-gak Cult is still the Won-gak Cult.

Just as the West has Christianity and the Middle East has Islam, the Human World has the Won-gak Cult, and when that cult is clearly targeting and inciting against me, how could there be no impact?

They're cat punches, but they're cat punches thrown by a tiger. Damn it.

But the reason I called them cat punches was to avoid taking the situation too heavily.

There's a barrier around the house anyway. Whether crowds occasionally pass by demonstrating or not, as long as I stay inside except for brief outings, it's not dangerous. The investigation is already proceeding smoothly, so there's no need to take it too seriously.

"The people of the Human World demand an investigation!"

"Bring the mastermind to court!"

Another noisy group of protesters passed by outside.

Sometimes they would pass by several times a day or even camp out in front, which meant I couldn't go outside carelessly.

The protesters seemed to believe they were fulfilling their duty by restricting my movements like this.

But I didn't feel like blaming those protesters who believed I was the mastermind.

Even if Jeon In-hwa made the worst possible move, she's still Jeon In-hwa.

She has the ability to incite people by packaging her arguments well using concepts like justice and cause, and on top of that, she has the power of being the Jeon Clan's successor.

So even the supposedly educated Council members are busy following Jeon In-hwa's words and running around in confusion—how much worse must it be for those people?

Above all, these are the people I've decided to save, so I can't just say, "These people are turning against me? Ye-a is upset. I won't do anything now," just because they're swayed by such incitement.

Those people are just anxious... and I already have more than enough children I couldn't save.

Still, I occasionally had nightmares where someone broke through the barrier, led the protesters in, and I was subjected to public humiliation.

Yes, that dream I have from time to time.

Being dragged around wearing a sign saying "I have committed a great sin against the Human World. I will accept my punishment," then being looked down upon by Jeon In-hwa with a mocking expression in the courtroom as she sentences me to death.

Each time, I would wake up screaming "Aaaack! Kyaaak!" with my body drenched in sweat, and feel relieved that it wasn't reality.

And what's frightening is that this might not be completely impossible.

As Jeon In-hwa's windmill spinning gains more centrifugal force, I had only one thought:

I really need to send Jeon In-hwa back to her hometown quickly.

After raising the stakes a bit more so I won't be called a "vessel" again in the future.



As time passed and my story spread so widely that no one was unaware of it, and after I judged that I had gathered enough allies and evidence, I consulted with Hui-hyeon and Huye Jin and made my move to destroy Jeon In-hwa.

Just before the investigation results were to be announced, I passed through the protesters and attended the Council meeting.

"From now on, I will clarify all the suspicions surrounding me."

Standing on the Council podium, I opened my mouth toward the people.

It was time for Jeon In-hwa to get fucked.

Ch.170 - 1. Internal Cleanup (9)
As soon as I began to speak, I could hear whispers from within the Council.

The atmosphere in the Council wasn't as bad as I'd expected.

About twenty percent of the councilors were looking at me with friendly eyes.

Even that much wouldn't have been possible without Hui-hyeon and Huye Jin's efforts.

Without them, I might have had to count my allies in decimal points.

All things considered, I thought I was doing pretty well for a successor candidate with no real power.

It felt decent for a preliminary skirmish before the actual trial later.

As I paused and looked around, my eyes met with Jeon In-hwa, who was staring at me with a cold gaze.

Jeon In-hwa.

The heroine I truly believed I could work well with.

We had solved the Won-gak Cult contamination case together, and she had shown me goodwill afterward, so I thought things would be different this time.

But In-hwa was In-hwa, and as soon as she realized that I diverged from her sense of justice, she turned against me in an instant.

Perhaps it was extreme arrogance on my part to think I could work with Jeon In-hwa from the moment I transmigrated into this body.

As that thought crossed my mind, I felt bitter—actually, screw that.

That's one thing, but she tried to kill me without any real evidence and now she's pulling this windmill attack, so she deserves a proper beating.

That bitch.

Couldn't she have watched me a little longer?

Was there no option to trust me and observe for a while?

Setting aside what might have been, I decided to focus on taking In-hwa down.

Since In-hwa went for the windmill attack, I should respond with a fire play that balances the scales.

If the string breaks and it falls on her head, she shouldn't blame me.

Let her experience what happens when you mess with a modern person specialized in 21st-century media.

"Ms. Baek Ye-a. There have been many rumors circulating about you lately."

The first question came from an older-looking councilor.

"When you say many rumors, what exactly are you referring to?"

"You know very well, don't you? Rumors that Baek Ye-a is actually a vessel."

This guy looks like In-hwa's lackey.

I stared at the councilor who questioned me for a moment before responding.

"I see. A 'vessel.' Strangely, there have been many malicious rumors surrounding me recently."

I deliberately distinguished between the common understanding of "vessel" in this world and myself.

"Let me be clear about this. I am not a 'vessel.'"

As soon as I finished speaking, a female councilor who supported Jeon In-hwa spoke up.

"What proof do you have that you're not a vessel?"

I remained silent for a moment after receiving the woman's question.

At first glance, it might seem like a stupid question... no, this stupid question is a form of attack.

In the current situation, the fact that I was found innocent in "The Calling" wasn't important to them.

What mattered was bringing up "The Calling" itself.

The moment I answered that I was found innocent in "The Calling," the conversation would shift to whether that judgment was fair or not.

Of course, since this wasn't officially an interrogation, I could brush it off, but that would become quite troublesome, so I wanted to avoid such topics in official settings if possible.

But why not brush this off? Because I was going to use it to serve In-hwa a delicious piece of humble pie. Hehehe.

I smiled at the woman who asked the question and said:

"The proof that I'm not a vessel can be seen in my past actions."

Looking directly at the woman who seemed confused by my response, I continued:

"I previously prevented the Won-gak Cult contamination attempt."

At those words, In-hwa looked at me, and the councilors began to murmur.

"What? The Won-gak Cult contamination attempt?"

"What's that? Does anyone know about this?"

While some newer councilors seemed confused, as if hearing about this for the first time...

"That case was surely resolved by the Jeon Clan."

"How does Ms. Baek Ye-a know about that case?"

...there were also veteran councilors who knew about it but believed it was entirely the Jeon Clan's achievement.

Then one of the veteran councilors asked me:

"How do you know about that case? It was supposed to be confidential."

"Everyone, would you please look at this?"

I took out a notebook where I had organized information to prevent the Won-gak Cult contamination case and a scripture I had received from Hui-hyeon.

"Previously, I heard from a Vernerable I was acquainted with that something suspicious was happening. It was about something impure occurring during the revision process of the Won-gak Cult scripture."

I noticed some councilors who believed the case was resolved thanks to the Jeon Clan's foresight glancing at In-hwa.

In-hwa, who had expected me to bring up "The Calling" but was caught off guard by my drift to revealing that one of the Jeon Clan's proud achievements was actually thanks to me, was momentarily stunned.

What's wrong, In-hwa? This is just the beginning.

Don't worry, I won't kick you in the womb at least.

Though you might take a few punches to the stomach.

"But there was nothing I could do while the revision was already underway. I couldn't explain how I knew about what was happening within the Won-gak Cult without risking harm to the Vernerable I respected. So I asked Jeon In-hwa to resolve this case. Isn't that right, Ms. Jeon In-hwa?"

"Is what she's saying true, Ms. Jeon In-hwa?"

"...It's true."

In-hwa bit her lip for a moment before spitting out the words.

I was ready to completely crush her if she had lied there.

Fortunately, In-hwa didn't try to attack me over the Vernerable who had passed me the information.

If she had, she would have lost a chunk of flesh too, since she investigated the Won-gak Cult based on my information.

When In-hwa admitted that what I said was true, I could clearly see the room stirring.

Not just the councilors who had been friendly toward me, but even those who had maintained a neutral stance.

Before one of the councilors could speak, a councilor supporting In-hwa jumped in:

"It's true that Ms. Baek Ye-a contributed to resolving this case, but that has nothing to do with the current situation. We're discussing whether Baek Ye-a is behind this incident, not how much credit she deserves for past achievements. She could have become a vessel after that incident, couldn't she?"

"That's right. Ms. Baek Ye-a is bringing up irrelevant matters!"

"How is it irrelevant? Ms. Baek Ye-a's achievements are clearly not the kind a vessel would accomplish, are they?"

"That's why I said she could have become a vessel afterward."

"But as far as I know, Ms. Baek Ye-a was found innocent in 'The Calling.'"

Ah.

Aah.

That statement finally came out.

What's more frustrating is that it wasn't said with malicious intent, but to defend me.

So it really couldn't be avoided after all.

Was it my greed to hope such a thing would just be passed over?

As soon as those words were spoken, one of In-hwa's supporting councilors opened their mouth.

"That's right. Ms. Baek Ye-a was found innocent. A very suspicious innocence at that. Yes, Ms. Baek Ye-a certainly played a major role during the Won-gak Cult contamination attempt. But that could be precisely why she became a target."

"A target, you say?"

"I mean a target as a body for transmigration. Ms. Baek Ye-a surely became a target for demonic forces lurking in the human world because of that incident!"

Why... is the logic flowing in that direction?

Doesn't that person realize that saying such things in this situation will only make them look strange?

While I was stunned by those words, one of the councilors coldly spoke up in my place:

"Then you should have mentioned that from the beginning, shouldn't you? You didn't say anything at first, but now that Ms. Baek Ye-a's achievements have been revealed, you make such claims. I'm sorry, but it makes you look quite ugly."

The councilor supporting In-hwa, sensing the cold atmosphere around them, chose to close their mouth.

Thank you, unnamed councilor. For presenting such excellent logic.

Although we managed to move past it, now that "The Calling" had been explicitly mentioned in an official setting, I had already left one potential problem for the future.

Still, I guess this is... acceptable.

After blocking In-hwa's pathetic cat punches, I took time to provide a true explanation to the councilors.

The circumstances before the fight with Honwon and the training camp at the academy.

An explanation of the situation when Honwon attacked.

How I joined up with the Huye Clan's exorcists, and so on.

It was a continuous tightrope walk where I could be attacked if I misspoke even once or if something didn't add up, but thanks to coordinating with Hui-hyeon beforehand, my explanation concluded without issues.

"That's all."

After finishing my explanation, I spoke again.

"There have been truly terrible events recently."

The councilors, who thought my explanation was over and were about to discuss among themselves, looked at me again.

"Children have died, the security forces were annihilated, and many people lost their lives. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it the worst damage since the Second Human-Demon War. But in these chaotic times, there is someone who is slandering others they've disliked from before, manipulating public opinion using the sacred Won-gak Cult, and trying to gain advantage by controlling people. That person is Ms. Jeon In-hwa. I'm telling you here that I was previously kidnapped by Jeon In-hwa. This is the evidence."

When I mentioned what had happened before, In-hwa looked at me with surprised eyes.

What, did you think I wouldn't talk because you took your family treasure?

But what a shame. Your family treasure has already served its purpose.

As I spoke, I pulled away the cloth covering the stone tablet that In-hwa had tried to stab me in the chest with.

The revealed stone tablet was truly a hell-cutting blade for In-hwa's neck.

Since the stone tablet I was holding was clearly a Jeon Clan item, the councilors looked at me with surprised eyes.

"What is going on here? Ms. Jeon In-hwa? Why is that in Ms. Baek Ye-a's hands?"

"Well, that's, um..."

Before In-hwa could make any excuses, I put on a serious expression and said:

"The truth is, Ms. Jeon In-hwa has been hating me for unknown reasons for some time. Perhaps she disliked me from the very beginning. So In-hwa excluded me, despite my contributions to resolving the Won-gak Cult contamination attempt, and then tried to kill me. If it weren't for Lee Hui-hyeon, who noticed In-hwa's murder attempt and followed us, I would surely have been killed."

"That's absurd! Baek Ye-a's words are the real slander!"

In-hwa stood up and shouted, but I ignored her and continued:

"Yes, I'm talking about that Lee Hui-hyeon who achieved great results in this recent battle that you all know about. Even after her murder attempt failed, In-hwa consistently slandered me, and when all her attempts came to nothing, she finally did this."

"Then why didn't you say anything about it at the time?"

In response to another councilor's question, I put on a sad expression and said:

"Because I believed In-hwa could become a better person."

As I said this, I stepped forward toward the podium, tightly gripping the stone tablet.

"I couldn't understand why Ms. Jeon In-hwa hated me. I just thought that if I kept forgiving and enduring, In-hwa would surely reflect on her actions. I even stopped Hui-hyeon, who said we should make this widely known. But my faith was rewarded with the current outcome. That's why I'm painfully revealing the full story of this incident."

After saying this, I looked around.

All the councilors, even those who had been supporting In-hwa, were silently listening to my story.

"Therefore, I am filing a complaint against Jeon In-hwa, combining this incident with what happened previously."

Yeah.

Ch.171 - 1. Internal Cleanup (10)
Done. It's over.

Thorough buildup, foreshadowing, and then presenting the decisive evidence at the critical moment.

The reason I've been patiently enduring Jeon In-hwa's attacks all this time was solely for this moment.

From the beginning, I never told people that Jeon In-hwa tried to kill me.

She wasn't someone I could easily defeat with just a few testimonies and these seemingly decisive stone tablets. She was far more formidable than that.

To put it bluntly, I wasn't confident if Jeon In-hwa decided to frame me as a stone tablet thief and wage a dirty public opinion war against me.

Confident in letting her go, I mean. If she wanted to dig her own grave deeper, who was I to help her?

In that case, I would have had to officially expose all her weaknesses, which would have truly finished her.

That's why I first emphasized how Jeon In-hwa accepted my help but then completely denied it, making her admit it herself to damage her reputation. Only then did I present evidence that she tried to kill me.

And when asked why I waited so long to speak up, I answered that I had trusted her, which boosted my credibility and made my previous statements more believable.

I never thought I would lose this battle from the start.

Just as someone who knows their opponent's cards has a better chance than someone who doesn't, I knew quite a few of Jeon In-hwa's weaknesses.

Jeon In-hwa had already lost the moment she started antagonizing me.

"This is slander! Slander! It's definitely defamation!"

"If I had really intended to kill her, I could have done so long ago! Baek Ye-a is lying!"

Jeon In-hwa's dogs barked loudly from all directions.

Whether her dogs barked or not, I had finished my testimony and came down from the podium, glancing at Jeon In-hwa as I descended.

She was staring blankly at the floor.

What could that fanatic who believes herself to be a savior be thinking now?

Is she wanting to kill me because her once-solid reputation is now cracking?

Or is she regretting stirring up trouble unnecessarily?

I don't know for sure, but what's certain is that Jeon In-hwa will go back to her hometown and won't return for a while.

Even though I had the stone tablets, it would be difficult to prove that Jeon In-hwa really tried to kill me with just this evidence, and Lee Hui-hyeon is my squad member.

He's in a position where his testimony lacks credibility.

And above all, since Jeon In-hwa is a powerful figure in the Jeon Clan, she won't really be punished.

Of course, this was also what I wanted.

I hope she realizes with that smart brain of hers that if I had really intended to bury her, she could have been completely buried.

I hope that when she flees to her hometown this time, she'll learn what happens when you mess with others carelessly.

Though that would be unlike Jeon In-hwa.

After finishing my testimony and returning home, I took off my shoes at the entrance, lay down, then got up again with a smile.

The Hell Demon-Subduing Tablet that I had pulled out to cut off Jeon In-hwa's head was taken by the Security Committee for investigation, but I didn't mind at all.

It wasn't something I could sell anywhere, and I had already used it for everything I needed. To me, it was now just an unusual stick.

The sparks from the fire I started on the podium fell onto Jeon In-hwa's head and burned her spectacularly.

I understand why our ancestors used to play with fire. How could they resist when it's this much fun?


As time passed, I was found not guilty in the trial, and Jeon In-hwa was completely humiliated.

The Baek Clan's main house really sent a group of lawyers, and the security committee members who were supposed to interrogate me had to play twenty questions with the defense team that came to defend me.

I didn't expect them to actually send help—how much influence did Huye Jin exert?

After that, everything went smoothly. Jeon In-hwa had to undergo investigation instead of me, the protesters who had been lingering in front of my house disappeared at some point, and the Won-gak Cult branch had to publicly apologize for slandering me.

I could have used this to gain something, but... I forgave them generously.

Even if it's just a branch, the Won-gak Cult is still the Won-gak Cult. It's better to create a debt than to treat them carelessly.

Afterward, as I expected, Jeon In-hwa was released because it was difficult to punish her with just my testimony and the evidence I had. As soon as she was released, she went straight back to her hometown.

Even now as Jeon In-hwa returns to her hometown, I'm not particularly worried about what she might plot.

I could get rid of Jeon In-hwa anytime.

I knew all the weaknesses she wanted to hide.

The reason I'm leaving her alone is... because bloodshed isn't my style.

Even when another me kept whispering to kill, I refused, saying I had my own way, and I still have no intention of causing more harm to Jeon In-hwa.

Although we're adversaries now, when the world-ending calamity that turns everything red approaches, Jeon In-hwa will be a necessary force in the fight.

After Jeon In-hwa left for her hometown, I received a letter from Yu Ji-a.

When I opened the letter, I saw crooked handwriting.

I wonder if she's now comfortable with reading and writing.

The content of the letter was ordinary.

Starting with asking if I was okay, then talking about Ganami's 80th birthday party they had recently, and how she's training to be an Exorcist with the children.

And finally, saying she wants to see me and inviting all of us to visit.

Fortunately, it seems the rumors about Honwon's involvement hadn't spread to the provinces yet.

If they had, the Dragon Blood Clan would have certainly suffered.

After folding the letter and putting it in the drawer, I let out a light sigh.

Really, somehow I feel a bit tired.

<>

Jeon In-hwa, who had returned to her hometown and was staying at home, bit her lip, unable to suppress the anger rising from deep within her chest.

She had been reported by Baek Ye-a and, to make matters worse, had become a shameless person who stole others' achievements.

On top of that, she received a stern warning from the Won-gak Cult and lost the trust of her fellow Exorcists.

This much was fine.

Compared to the charges against her, this punishment was relatively light.

The real problem was who had framed her.

Baek Ye-a.

More than anything else, Jeon In-hwa was furious and hateful that she had been cornered like this by a mere vessel.

But the vessel had made a big mistake.

Looking back now, Baek Ye-a's attitude was too strange.

For whatever reason, instead of completely finishing off Jeon In-hwa, Baek Ye-a had created an escape route for her, and Jeon In-hwa had taken it.

But that very fact made Jeon In-hwa even angrier.

How dare a vessel, a monster who stole someone else's body, make her so miserable.

Fine, I'll accept your mercy for now. But the next time we meet, it won't end so easily.

As these thoughts crossed her mind, Jeon In-hwa took a deep breath to calm herself.

Although she had completely failed this time using methods unlike herself, now that she had ample time, she could devise a way to deal with the vessel in her own style rather than the foolish approach she had taken before.

Yes, what's failed is failed.

What needs to be let go should be let go.

Having realized from this incident that Baek Ye-a was not an opponent to be taken lightly, Jeon In-hwa thought about what she needed to do next.

Moving directly herself wouldn't work.

If she manipulated people from behind the scenes to gradually entrap Baek Ye-a...

As various thoughts were being assembled and disassembled in Jeon In-hwa's mind, there was a loud thud followed by noisy sounds from outside, causing her to pause her thoughts and call out:

"Why is it so noisy out there?"

When Jeon In-hwa grabbed her stone tablet and opened the door to step outside, what she saw was a spectacle of blood splattered everywhere.

The noisy sounds transformed into desperate cries for help and the screams of the dying.

While Jeon In-hwa stood momentarily stunned, wondering what was happening, she saw a man approaching with a sword.

With the light behind him, she couldn't see him clearly at first, but when she did, she asked in a trembling voice:

"...Lee Hui-hyeon. What exactly are you doing?"

To Jeon In-hwa's question, Lee Hui-hyeon replied expressionlessly:

"Murder."

Simultaneously, he killed an Exorcist who had lunged at him from behind without even turning around, then said to Jeon In-hwa:

"I told you last time. That I would kill you."

At that moment, Jeon In-hwa realized that those words from before weren't metaphorical but meant literally.

I see. So that wasn't just a simple threat.

Regardless of this realization, death was gradually creeping up on Jeon In-hwa's nape.

"If you kill me, something very unpleasant will happen."

Jeon In-hwa tried to buy time to deploy a formation, but as she finished speaking, she realized her vision was turning upside down.

As she fell to the ground, Jeon In-hwa's vision went dark.

"That's not something a corpse needs to worry about."

Lee Hui-hyeon muttered as he shook the blood off his sword.

Jeon In-hwa's body, having lost its owner, began to scatter like a blooming flower.

Ch.172 - 1. Strike at the Root (1)
After sending Jeon In-hwa to ruin, I found myself in an extremely busy period.

I had postponed many tasks while dealing with Jeon In-hwa, and now I finally had to address them all.

Still, I was managing to resolve things somehow.

"So, Hui-hyeon, how's the sword?"

Before submitting Jeon In-hwa's stone tablet to the Council as evidence of her attempt to harm me, I had invited Hui-hyeon to my home to perform the awakening ritual for his sword.

After the ritual, Hui-hyeon's sword became cleaner and sharper, just as I had seen in the game.

It had become what was known as the "Holy Sword of the Old Clan."

In response to my question, Hui-hyeon pulled out his bandage-wrapped sword and said, "It feels sturdier and lighter. The blade seems sharper and cuts better than before."

Sturdier, lighter, and sharper than before.

What? That's just a normal good sword.

I suppose I should take it to mean that while the changes are subtle, he's more satisfied with it than before.

Hui-hyeon was already so strong that he didn't really need equipment buffs, so it made sense that he might not be overly impressed by the changes.

Curious, I asked him, "By the way, Hui-hyeon, did you know your sword could become this powerful?"

After thinking for a moment, Hui-hyeon replied, "I think I might have heard something about it from the elders long ago."

"What do you mean 'might have heard'?"

"Back when everyone was still alive, they often told me not to rely on equipment. So I didn't know much about it."

So Hui-hyeon had been killing the Unkillable all this time with an unawakened sword.

That's impressive no matter how you look at it.

I couldn't do anything with the Ayong Sword until I achieved enlightenment myself.

"Why are you suddenly looking at me like that?"

Hui-hyeon seemed uncomfortable with my newfound look of admiration.

"It's nothing, Hui-hyeon. Anyway, I wonder if Huye Jin is doing alright?"

At the mention of Huye Jin, Hui-hyeon nodded and said, "Jin is the Successor. She'll be fine."

Huye Jin had been summoned home as a result of her independent actions.

I also thought nothing serious would happen to Huye Jin, but considering she was called back because she was trying to help me, I was a tiny bit worried.

Look at me, worrying about Huye Jin. Have I grown somewhat attached to her?

"Is that all you wanted to ask me about?"

Hui-hyeon suddenly asked.

Caught off guard, I responded with slight confusion, "Huh? What do you mean?"

"If you don't have anything else to say, I was wondering if I could leave now."

Hui-hyeon rarely seemed busy, but today he was asking to leave.

"What? Can't I just call you over for a chat? Do you have something urgent to do?"

"Yeah, I have something I need to take care of."

What could be so important that he's brushing me off after I went through the trouble of inviting him?

But I wasn't petty enough to not understand, so I smiled willingly and asked, "So what have you been up to these days?"

"Huh?"

Hui-hyeon seemed surprised by my question, as if he hadn't expected it.

Our Hui-hyeon has really grown up, even talking back to me like this.

"Hmm? Didn't I tell you? Report everything you're doing to me. So what is it this time?"

As I gently grabbed his arm, Hui-hyeon quickly answered, "Just cleaning up after the Jeon In-hwa situation."

"Cleaning up?"

Hui-hyeon nodded and explained, "Yeah, there are still some factions supporting Jeon In-hwa, so I've been tying up loose ends."

"But I'm already handling that?"

"Still, it's better to be safe. Two people are better than one, right?"

Well, that's true. I accepted his explanation and released his arm.

"From now on, always tell me before you do anything. Sometimes you act like you have no boundaries, and it makes me nervous."

"Don't worry, I'm keeping within the lines."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I nodded and said, "I know, I trust you. Now go ahead, you have things to do."

"Yeah, see you next time, Ye-a."

Hui-hyeon said goodbye and left. After he departed, while I was attending to my work, I received news that made me jump from my seat.

Yu-na had woken up.


Standing in front of Yu-na's hospital room, I hesitated for a long time.

What should I say to Yu-na? How should I tell her about the children's deaths?

After much deliberation, I knocked on the door and slid it open.

Yu-na had been staring blankly into space, but when she saw me enter, she smiled brightly and said, "Ah, Ye-a."

"Hello, Yu-na."

Upon seeing me, Yu-na tried to sit up but lay back down.

"Sorry, Ye-a. I want to get up to greet you properly, but I don't have the strength."

"It's okay, Yu-na. Stay lying down."

I carefully greeted her and placed a fruit basket beside her.

Not knowing exactly how hospital visits worked in the "Killing the Unkillable" world, I decided to follow modern Korean customs.

There was nothing about hospital visit etiquette in the setting guide anyway.

But my worries were unfounded. Yu-na smiled when she saw the fruit basket I brought and said, "Wow, thank you so much, Ye-a! I'll enjoy them once I'm feeling better."

"Yeah..."

I felt uncomfortable with how normally she was treating me, as if our previous conversation at the academy had never happened.

"Yu-na, how's your head?"

"My head?"

"Yeah, can I ask how much you remember?"

Yu-na smiled bitterly at my question and said, "You're as perceptive as ever, Ye-a."

Then, looking up at the ceiling, she sighed lightly and said, "The car."

"Car?"

"Yes, I remember returning from Ganyangju by car. But after that, I don't remember anything."

Then she turned to me and said, "I've heard bits and pieces. Honwon... attacked, right?"

I nodded grimly at Yu-na's words.

"Yes."

"What about the others? Are they safe?"

It seemed Yu-na hadn't been told about the children's fate.

I could understand why. No one would want to shock a patient who had just woken up with such devastating news.

I struggled to speak in response to Yu-na's question.

"Yu-na, actually... the children... Su-a and Ho-jin... they died. You've been here all this time because of injuries from that battle. Only Hui-hyeon, you, and I survived."

After hearing my words, Yu-na was silent for a while before speaking.

"Su-a and Ho-jin... are dead?"

Tears flowed from Yu-na's eyes.

Even in this situation, I cowardly couldn't tell her the truth.

That it was because I hadn't done things properly.

That it was my fault for not doing better when I could have.

Even now, I was afraid of being hated by Yu-na.

Yu-na sobbed for a long time while lying down, and I silently watched her from the side.

Then, wiping her tears and turning her head, she said to me, "Still... I'm really glad that you and Hui-hyeon are safe. Really..."

"Yu-na."

"So. Where are Su-a and Ho-jin now?"

Yu-na's question carried many implications.

It's rare for the bodies of dead Exorcists to remain intact.

Especially after fighting a great demon like Honwon.

So Yu-na's question was closer to asking "Are their bodies still intact?"

"Su-a and Ho-jin are... in their hometown."

"That's a relief, at least. Really..."

Yu-na said that and then closed her eyes, apparently very tired.

"Ye-a, I'm sorry, but I'm feeling really tired. Could you come back later...?"

I nodded at Yu-na's words and said, "Yes, next time I'll come with Hui-hyeon."

"Okay. See you next time, Ye-a."

I closed the door and left the room.


Even after closing the hospital room door, I still felt uneasy.

It seemed Yu-na had lost some of her memories, probably due to a head injury from the fight with Honwon.

I suppose it's fortunate that she didn't lose all her memories, just some of them?

She had also forgotten my confession about being a transmigrator.

Because of this, I was having some not-so-noble thoughts.

If I keep quiet, Yu-na won't know anything.

So maybe it would be better to hide the fact that I'm a transmigrator from Yu-na?

Unlike in comics or novels, memory loss isn't easily cured.

When people lose their memories, they often just continue living without them.

So if I just keep quiet, Yu-na won't know I'm a transmigrator.

But...

"..."

I didn't want to deceive Yu-na anymore.

Among demons, "Baek Ye-a" was no longer just a great demon.

Just as her subordinates who followed "Baek Ye-a" regarded her as a god, "Baek Ye-a's" power only grew, even though she had absorbed Cheongdam and Honwon whom they had followed.

After all, the world of demons moved solely by power.

Standing before a massive fortress, "Baek Ye-a" spoke as if bored, "Ohwal. How long do you plan to hide? Why don't you come out now?"

Despite "Baek Ye-a's" words, Ohwal's fortress remained steadfast and unmoving.

"Baek Ye-a" then swung her sword toward the air, and walls crumbled wherever the sword passed.

Then, stepping into Ohwal's fortress, "Baek Ye-a" said, "Fine, keep hiding. I'll come find you."

Ch.173 - 0. An Old Tale
Baek Ye-a was always a lonely child.

0. An Old Tale.

Baek Ye-a was a successor candidate of the Baek Clan, but she was just a child who bore the family name without anyone acknowledging her.

Though she was certainly kind-hearted and good-natured, in the Baek Clan, being kind was considered a weakness rather than a virtue.

Baek Ye-a, who was merely intelligent, received the harshest criticism from the entire family, being evaluated as the least likely to become the successor.

Still, Baek Ye-a wasn't always as miserable as she is now.

At one time, Baek Ye-a's mother was favored by the clan head.

Because of this, Baek Ye-a was able to spend her childhood in comfort, but after her mother died in an incident where she tried to frame and kill someone else in the family, Baek Ye-a became an outcast in the household.

Once the clan head's favor was withdrawn, all that remained was contempt and hatred from those around her. Even when she was designated as a successor candidate, Baek Ye-a couldn't expect the proper treatment she deserved from the family.

Even after the incident where she burst out in frustration before the clan head, Baek Ye-a's situation didn't improve—rather, she faced even stronger backlash. It was only after enrolling in Yegak Academy that she was finally able to escape from home.

And now, Baek Ye-a...

"If I just eat this..."

She was about to consume a red pill she had obtained through suspicious means.

After swallowing the red pill and getting up, Baek Ye-a confirmed that the medicine had no effect.

"I should have known..."

Of course, relying on suspicious medicine always ended up like this.

Reflecting on her actions, Baek Ye-a set out for her first day at Yegak Academy, a day worth commemorating.

After the entrance ceremony, as Baek Ye-a was heading to her classroom, someone grabbed her.

"Eek!?"

Startled, she turned around to find a boy with black eyes rimmed in red looking at her.

"Um...?"

When Baek Ye-a spoke in confusion, the boy who had been staring at her for a moment made an "Ah" sound and then said to her:

"Oh, I startled you by grabbing you suddenly, didn't I? I'm sorry."

"No, I was surprised when you suddenly grabbed me, but... who are you?"

To Baek Ye-a's question, the boy replied:

"My name is Lee Hui-hyeon."

"Lee Hui-hyeon?"

Lee Hui-hyeon.

Somehow finding the name pleasant to hear, Baek Ye-a smiled brightly and said:

"I'm Baek Ye-a. Baek Ye-a. A successor candidate of the Baek Clan."

She immediately regretted adding that last part, but fortunately, Lee Hui-hyeon didn't seem to mind and smiled as he said:

"I see. That's a really pretty name. Ye-a."

Baek Ye-a looked at Lee Hui-hyeon for a moment and then said:

"You know, you seem familiar somehow. Have we met before?"

At Baek Ye-a's question, Lee Hui-hyeon was about to answer something but then smiled and said:

"No, this is the first time I'm seeing you like this."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a slowly nodded and said:

"I see. So what's the matter?"

"Um, you said you're a successor candidate of the Baek Clan, right?"

"Huh? Yes. Why?"

"If it's okay with you, would you let me join your squad?"

"My squad?"

"Yes, you're going to form one, aren't you?"

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a felt slightly perplexed.

Form a squad.

Although she was a successor candidate, Baek Ye-a had never thought about forming a squad and leading others, so Lee Hui-hyeon's words felt strange to her.

"I guess you approached me from the beginning because you knew I was a successor candidate?"

At Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"Yes, after all, that snow-white silver hair is a trait unique to the Baek Clan."

"Squad... forming a squad..."

Seeing Baek Ye-a's hesitant expression, Lee Hui-hyeon asked with a puzzled look:

"It seems like you weren't planning to form a squad?"

"Ah, yes. I'm not really the type to lead others or anything like that. So I haven't decided whether to form a squad or not yet."

Hearing Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon's expression suggested something was wrong, but it passed so quickly that Baek Ye-a couldn't properly observe it.

"But since there's already someone who wants to be a squad member from the start, I'll try forming one!"

"Are you sure you should decide so easily for that reason?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Baek Ye-a smiled and said:

"Yes, I would have had to form a squad anyway as a successor candidate. After all, we're from a great exorcist family, not just any clan."

"Then I guess it's fine."

"That's right. When I form the squad, I'll make sure to put your name down first!"

Hearing Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon smiled, but there was something uncomfortable about his expression.

As time passed, after organizing the squad and before their first practical training, the two went shopping at the marketplace near Yegak Academy to prepare.

"Thanks for coming with me, Hui-hyeon. I feel closest to you... Jin couldn't come because she said she was busy."

"No problem, it's good for me to get some fresh air too."

"Really? That's a relief!"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a smiled brightly.

The shopping went smoothly for the two.

Baek Ye-a, seemingly having learned from her family, prepared items according to a plan on how to hunt Muji, and Lee Hui-hyeon helped her by carefully checking for things she might have missed.

After finishing their shopping, the two entrusted their purchases to a delivery service that would take them to the training site, and then sat down on a bench in front of the marketplace to rest.

"Thanks again for helping me, Hui-hyeon. The preparations were much smoother because of you!"

At Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon smiled and said:

"I'm glad I could be of help."

Afterward, the two sat side by side in silence, watching people pass by.

How much time had passed? The first to speak was Lee Hui-hyeon.

"By the way, Ye-a."

"Yes, Hui-hyeon?"

"I'm just asking out of curiosity, but what's your reason for doing this?"

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Baek Ye-a tilted her head and asked:

"Hm? What do you mean by 'reason for doing this'?"

"I've just been watching until now, but I feel like you're not acting like yourself."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a felt confused.

Not acting like myself? What does that even mean?

Before she could ask what he meant, Lee Hui-hyeon shook his head and said:

"No, just forget it. I guess I'm talking nonsense because we've been walking around for so long."

"That could be it. Yes! If you're tired, would you like to go get something to eat, Hui-hyeon? I know a really delicious place."

"A delicious place?"

"Yes! It's a soup restaurant up the stairs near Yegak Academy. The broth is really rich and tasty."

The two got up and went to the soup restaurant Baek Ye-a had mentioned to have a meal.

After eating quietly for a while, Lee Hui-hyeon muttered:

"Your taste seems to be the same."

"Hm?"

When Baek Ye-a looked at Lee Hui-hyeon with a spoon in her mouth, he smiled slightly and said:

"No, just talking to myself."

"How silly."

After finishing their meal, the two got up and headed to a tea house.

While having dessert and tea, Lee Hui-hyeon asked Baek Ye-a:

"By the way, what's your dream, Ye-a?"

"Dream?"

"Yes, something you really want to achieve."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Baek Ye-a thought for a moment and said:

"...Survival."

"Survival? You mean staying alive?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a nodded and said:

"Yes, actually, our family isn't as good as it appears on the outside. I have terrible relationships with my relatives, and my older sister is desperate to kill me. She wants to kill me at any opportunity. So I'm planning to leave home after graduating from the academy. Because I want to survive."

After hearing Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon thought for a moment and said:

"Survival. That's really heavy."

"I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable. Anyway, that's all I want right now."

"Don't you have any thoughts about wanting to save the world or something like that?"

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a burst into laughter.

"Me, saving the world? How could I save the world when I can't even save myself? Of course, I always think about wanting to make the world a better place. But that's impossible."

"Impossible... impossible..."

After hearing Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon repeated them in a murmur and then said:

"So that's what you think."

"I'm sorry I couldn't say something better."

"No, honesty is good. Keep eating. It's going to get cold."

After that, the two ate their desserts in silence.

And as they were parting ways, Lee Hui-hyeon said to Baek Ye-a:

"I really enjoyed today."

"Yes! See you at the academy tomorrow, Hui-hyeon."

The two waved goodbye as they headed in opposite directions.

And before they got too far apart, Baek Ye-a turned back and said:

"But you know, Hui-hyeon."

"Yes?"

When Lee Hui-hyeon turned around, Baek Ye-a hesitated for a moment and then said:

"About what you said about saving the world."

"Yes, what about it?"

"I said it was impossible earlier, but somehow I feel like it might be possible if I'm with you."

After saying that, Baek Ye-a smiled shyly and ran off in the opposite direction.

Lee Hui-hyeon stood there blankly, watching Baek Ye-a's retreating figure for a long time.

This was a story from a world that no longer exists.

Ch.174 - 1. Strike at the Root (2)
I finally told Hui-hyeon what I was thinking.

That I didn't want to hide it from Yu-na anymore and would reveal that I was a transmigrator.

After silently listening to my story, Hui-hyeon simply said one thing.

"Okay, I understand. Then do that."

"Are you sure that's really okay?"

I felt puzzled by how readily Hui-hyeon agreed to my proposal and asked, to which he replied:

"Yeah, I think you'll feel better if you're honest with Yu-na."

"That's true, but..."

"So just tell her. If any problems arise... we'll solve them together."

"...Alright, thanks Hui-hyeon."

Encouraged by Hui-hyeon's words, I went with him to visit Yu-na at the hospital.

When we pushed open the door to her room, Yu-na was reading a book with her bed tilted up.

"Yu-na. We're here."

She looked up from her book and smiled brightly when she saw us.

"Ah, Ye-a! You came? And Hui-hyeon is here today too?"

"Hi Yu-na. How are you feeling?"

"Much better. I am an Exorcist after all, even like this."

"You look every bit the Exorcist even lying there."

"I'm so happy to hear you say that. But..."

Yu-na trailed off and gave us a strange, somewhat irritating smile.

"You two. You really do look good together standing like that. Almost like a coup—"

"Yu-na, do you want to stay in the hospital a few more days? If so, just say one more word. I'll teach you what happens when you run your mouth carelessly."

I smiled while opening and closing my fist, and Yu-na stopped mid-sentence and smiled.

Hmm, somehow that smile is even more irritating. Maybe I should just forget she's a patient and—

"By the way, having a private room like this feels kind of lonely."

At Yu-na's words, I smiled and said:

"Still, a quiet place is better for focusing on recovery. This room is coming out of my personal funds."

"Your personal funds? That must be expensive."

"It's fine. I've saved up plenty of money for situations like this. Might as well use it properly."

I glanced at the refrigerator beside the bed and then said:

"Anyway, Yu-na, is there anything you're curious about regarding what's happening outside?"

I asked Yu-na, not wanting to jump straight to the main point, and she immediately replied as if she had many questions:

"Yeah, have you heard anything about the academy?"

Yu-na asked me while I was momentarily lost in thought.

"The academy?"

"Yes, if you know anything, could you tell me?"

"...Sure."

Yu-na seemed quite concerned about the academy's situation.

After thinking for a moment, I started with the story about Ji Seon-hwa.

"Ji Seon-hwa Teacher probably won't be able to return. She was already suffering from the aftereffects of the Black Death, and now her body has become extremely weak after being exposed to Honwon's Demonic Energy."

"Oh my... So who's going to be our homeroom teacher?"

"Right now, the school nurse, Si Eun-mi Teacher, is temporarily in charge. No one knows exactly who it will be. The student numbers have decreased so much that they might have to completely reorganize the classes, so maybe one of the existing homeroom teachers will take over?"

"I see."

"Or there's talk about accepting more students from outside. No one knows for sure."

"If they accept students from outside, I wonder if Yu Ji-a might be admitted to Yegak Academy?"

At Yu-na's words, I imagined Yu Ji-a wearing the Yegak Academy uniform.

Hmm.

"I don't think so."

"Right? I was just saying."

As Hui-hyeon quietly observed our conversation, time continued to pass.

I didn't come here just to make small talk like this.

I need to confess my identity to Yu-na soon.

When there was a brief pause in the conversation and silence fell, I looked at Hui-hyeon, met his eyes, and then turned back to Yu-na.

After taking a deep breath, I opened my mouth to speak to Yu-na.

"Um, Yu-na."

"Yes?"

"Actually, I have something to confess to you."

"Confess? What kind of confession?"

Yu-na looked at me with a puzzled expression after hearing my words.

What should I do now?

I could still back out at this point.

I could say it's nothing, make small talk until it's time to go home, and part ways with a smile.

That way, I could postpone the confession.

But I can't run away forever.

"Yu-na, you know..."

As I continued to hesitate, Yu-na seemed to sense this wasn't an ordinary matter and wiped the smile from her face as she looked at me.

"Yes?"

"I... actually... I'm not Baek Ye-a."

After making my confession, I closed my eyes and waited for Yu-na's reaction, but she didn't say anything.

Wondering why there was no response, I opened my eyes to look at Yu-na, who was staring at me with a bewildered expression.

"...Aren't you going to say something?"

"Huh? Oh, sorry. I'm not sure how to respond. What do you mean you're not Baek Ye-a? Is your real name Baek Anio-a or something?"

"No!"

I couldn't help but shout at Yu-na after hearing her words.

She's making jokes even at a time like this?

Yu-na then looked at me with a more serious expression and said:

"Then tell me clearly what you mean. What does 'Ye-a is not Ye-a' mean?"

"It means exactly that. Ye-a is not Ye-a."

The person who answered was Hui-hyeon, who had been watching our conversation from behind me.

Perhaps he was helping because the conversation seemed to be getting strangely tangled.

"So, what does that even mean?"

Yu-na asked with an expression that showed she understood even less than before.

"It's just as Hui-hyeon said. Yu-na, I'm actually a transmigrator."

When Yu-na heard me say "transmigrator," she briefly looked down before raising her head again.

"...A transmigrator? Do you mean the kind of transmigrator I'm thinking of?"

"...Yes."

After hearing my answer, Yu-na looked down at her blanket for a moment, then raised her eyes to glare at me and said:

"So why are you telling me this?"

"Because I thought I couldn't deceive you anymore."

Last time, I had already tried to tell her but was interrupted by my other self. In truth, I could have told Yu-na at any time if I had really wanted to.

I kept postponing it again and again until I was forced into a situation where I had to confess to Yu-na that I was a transmigrator, and because of that, I almost lost her trust.

I didn't want to go through the same situation again.

"Then you should have kept your mouth shut! You should have continued deceiving me! What were you thinking...!"

"I know, I've been deceiving you all this time. I wouldn't blame you if you ended our friendship."

Yu-na looked at me as if telling me to continue.

"But even though I'm a transmigrator, I'm not possessed by a monster. I'm a citizen who lived in reality, in a country called South Korea."

To be precise, the Sixth Republic of Korea.

"South... Korea?"

Yu-na frowned as she heard my words.

"South Korea? What is that...?"

"And in that world, this world was... a game. A game called 'Killing the Unkillable.'"

Not confident in my ability to explain concepts like games or computers in a way Yu-na would understand, I tried to explain as simply as possible.

After saying this much, I turned to Hui-hyeon.

"Have I ever told you about this?"

"Not in detail, but you've told me some of it."

"Hui-hyeon, did you know everything? Before Ye-a told me, everything?"

At Yu-na's question, Hui-hyeon nodded.

"I knew. That Ye-a wasn't an ordinary transmigrator."

"This is... confusing. So this world is inside a game? Like a role-playing game children play?"

"No, I think this world is definitely real, Yu-na."

I told Yu-na that this world was certainly real.

I may have thought it was a game, but the world I've experienced is definitely real.

I'm just using the term "reality" to distinguish between the worlds.

I spent a long time explaining many things to Yu-na.

I didn't mention that I was originally a man, or that I had regressed after experiencing failure once.

I didn't want to say I was originally a man... in front of Hui-hyeon, and telling her I had regressed after experiencing failure would be even harder for Yu-na to understand when her mind was already confused.

The strange Q&A session, where sometimes Yu-na asked questions and sometimes Hui-hyeon answered, finally ended after two hours.

"I understand somewhat. So Ye-a isn't a monster, right?"

At Yu-na's question, I nodded vigorously and said:

"Yes! I'd bet my life on it."

Yu-na stared directly into my eyes as if trying to verify the truth of my words, and then sighed and said:

"Even after all that conversation, I still... don't really understand."

"..."

"But I'll believe that you're not a monster. At least, the person I've been watching until now... was an excellent Exorcist, enough that I don't think it was all deception."

"Thank you, Yu-na."

That's enough. This level of understanding is sufficient.

I had been prepared for the worst case scenario of her ending our friendship, so I felt relieved.

Yu-na still seemed confused as she kept sighing, then said:

"My head is really spinning. So, Ye-a, what was your name in South Korea?"

"My name?"

"Yes, in that South... Korea place, your name probably wasn't Ye-a. It doesn't particularly matter now. I'm just curious."

At Yu-na's question, I opened my mouth to tell her my real name, but suddenly I couldn't remember it.

I, my name is... What was it?

<>

"Got you, you little rat."

"Baek Ye-a" was pinning down Ohwal with her foot.

"Kuhuk, kek."

"Do you know how much I've been running around trying to find you? This was going to happen anyway. Couldn't you have made things easier for me?"

As "Baek Ye-a" applied more pressure with her foot, there was a crushing sound as Ohwal's arm was mangled.

Just before Ohwal could scream, "Baek Ye-a" sliced his neck with her knife.

"Don't scream... I feel worse when I hear screams."

"Baek Ye."

"Yes?"

"I have nothing to do with this conflict. Why are you doing this?"

At Ohwal's words, "Baek Ye-a" put her hand under her chin, thought for a moment, and then said:

"Nothing to do with this conflict... Well, you're wrong about two things."

"Baek Ye-a" held up one finger and said:

"You helped Honwon."

"I didn't help Honw— Gak-!"

Ohwal, whose neck was being stepped on by "Baek Ye-a," began to struggle with his legs.

Looking down at Ohwal, "Baek Ye-a" put her finger to her lips and said:

"Shhh... I'm talking."

After removing her foot from Ohwal's neck, "Baek Ye-a" smiled and said:

"You helped with Honwon's tunnels. Don't try to deny it. I already know everything. That stupid Honwon digging tunnels that are products of sophisticated civil engineering? In such a short time? Don't you think that doesn't make sense even to you?"

Ohwal looked up at "Baek Ye-a."

Eventually, "Baek Ye-a" held up a second finger and said:

"And second, this would have happened regardless of whether you were involved in the conflict or not. Actually, whatever you did has nothing to do with me, Ohwal. However."

"Aaaagh!"

"Baek Ye-a" raised her sword high and stabbed Ohwal in the stomach, then twisted it sharply.

Blood gushed from Ohwal's mouth, staining "Baek Ye-a's" pure white clothes, but she didn't seem to care.

"But you'll suffer more pain for making Hui-hyeon's efforts go to waste."

"Baek Ye-a" opened her eyes wide with a smile full of ecstasy.
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I hesitated to say my name easily, which made Yuna look at me with a puzzled expression.

"Ye-a?"

Hearing my name called, I turned to look at Yuna.

"Huh?"

"No, it's just that you've been sweating nervously. If it's a name you can't talk about, you don't have to say it."

"No, it's not that special of a name. So, my name is..."

I desperately tried to recall my name from the real world, but it was as if my mind was clouded, and nothing came to me.

What's going on? What was my name?

After struggling to remember for a while, I finally gave up.

"I'm sorry, strangely I can't remember."

Why can't I remember my name from the real world?

I definitely was, I was...

"Oh, Hui-hyeon. Did I ever tell you my name?"

A sudden thought occurred to me, and I turned to Hui-hyeon and asked, but he shook his head.

"No, you didn't. Even when I asked, you just brushed it off."

Did I avoid telling Hui-hyeon my name?

Or did I forget it in the past too and couldn't tell him?

I frowned as I pondered my real-world name that wouldn't come to mind.

---

"Well, I'll be going now. Take care of yourself."

"Yeah, thanks. Bye, you two."

After sending Baek Ye-a and Lee Hui-hyeon away, Jeong Yu-na remained alone in the hospital room.

Yu-na's mind was in complete chaos.

From Baek Ye-a's sudden confession about being a transmigrator to Lee Hui-hyeon's surprisingly natural acceptance of it.

And then the talk about an incomprehensible "national" system called "South Korea"—all of these were far from what Yu-na had understood and accepted until now.

Being inherently conservative and traditionalist, it was actually remarkable that she had managed to understand and accept even a little.

If Baek Ye-a were to come back now and say it was all a joke, she would be willing to laugh it off, but Baek Ye-a seemed completely serious.

If it had been just Baek Ye-a saying these things, she might have genuinely worried that her beloved friend had lost her mind.

But for both Baek Ye-a and Lee Hui-hyeon to have gone crazy? That would be too strange.

Perhaps the two of them were conspiring to tease her. When this thought crossed her mind, Yu-na stopped thinking and just lay down on the bed.

How many hours had passed since she fell asleep?

Yu-na sensed someone looking down at her with an Exorcist's unique perception and opened her eyes.

In the darkness, she met a pair of fractured blue eyes staring down at her, and she sat up in bed.

"Who are you?"

Though she didn't sense any hostility or demonic energy, Yu-na remained cautious as she asked the woman.

"Via. Haven't we met before?"

Someone I've met before? When did I meet her?

Instead of mentioning her memory loss, Yu-na said to Via:

"It's not visiting hours right now."

Hearing Yu-na's words, Via pulled up a chair and sat beside the bed.

"That's a rule made by humans that has nothing to do with me. Especially when I'm visiting a descendant of an old friend. There's even less reason to observe such rules."

Saying she was a descendant of an old friend, Via placed her hand on Yu-na's forehead.

The action happened so suddenly that Yu-na was too surprised to move her head away.

After a moment, Via removed her hand from Yu-na's forehead, and Yu-na felt as if her body had become somewhat lighter.

"I'm glad you seem much better. I'll be going now."

"Ah, wait..."

Before Yu-na could stop her, Via vanished without a trace.

"..."

Recalling the strange encounter, Yu-na sat leaning against the bed in silence for a while.

---

Time passed, and Yuna was discharged from the hospital.

The first thing Yuna did after being discharged was dye the ends of her hair blue.

Since she had shaved her head due to the head injury, by the time she was discharged, Yuna had a short bob.

"If you had asked, I could have brought it to you."

"It's not like I could dye my hair in the hospital, right?"

Hearing my words, Yuna laughed.

Come to think of it, that's true.

Not long after Yuna was discharged, there was a gathering of team leaders.

The only team leaders from Class 1 who were summoned were me, Huye Jin who had returned from her family home, and Jin Seo-yeon.

The rest of the team leaders had either died in battle or been taken away by parents who decided they couldn't entrust their children to a place where such tragedy had occurred.

And I had sent Jeon In-hwa away. Ye-a.

Si Eun-mi, looking at the three of us, flipped through some papers and said:

"Are you the only team leaders left in Class 1?"

"Yes, Teacher."

At Huye Jin's answer, Si Eun-mi nodded, wiped the corner of her eye, and said:

"Report the total number of members in each of your teams."

"Total of three, two died in battle."

"Total of two, the other three withdrew."

"Total of one, four died in battle."

I thought the academy must already know these numbers, so I wondered why she was suddenly asking this, but the answer came soon enough.

"As you know, Class 1 is severely understaffed right now. So much so that it's unclear whether we can conduct practical training or other activities. Everything is uncertain."

Si Eun-mi let out a light sigh and continued:

"And since this situation has never happened before, there's no precedent to follow. In other words, the decision the academy makes now could serve as an example or a lesson for future generations. Of course, such an incident should never happen again.

Therefore, the academy has decided to merge all of you into one team. It would be difficult to accept new students from outside at this point."

Si Eun-mi looked at me, Huye Jin, and Jin Seo-yeon in turn, then said:

"It would be easier if I just forced you to accept the situation, but I want to respect your wishes. I understand what it means to form your own team and be a team leader. If you don't like this approach, I'll look for another solution."

Si Eun-mi's words gave off a strange feeling.

Was she really saying this out of respect for us? Or did she need an excuse to cover herself?

If it were Ji Seon-hwa, it would undoubtedly be the former, but with Si Eun-mi, there was a possibility it could be the latter.

But whatever. At least she's pretending to give us a choice.

"I have no objections."

"I'm fine with it too."

While Huye Jin and I answered readily, Jin Seo-yeon seemed hesitant to respond.

True to her wolf bloodline, she didn't seem pleased about having to step down from her leadership position.

"Jin Seo-yeon, what do you think?"

After contemplating Si Eun-mi's question for a moment, Jin Seo-yeon finally spoke with difficulty.

"I agree as well."

"Good, thank you for understanding the academy's policy. That's all for today."

Si Eun-mi turned her attention back to the mountain of documents, dismissing us, and we left the office.

Jin Seo-yeon glanced at me once before leaving immediately, while Huye Jin stayed by my side and spoke to me.

"Miss Ye-a, did things work out well afterward?"

"Yes, thanks to you. Thank you."

"I wanted to attend the council meeting too, but I couldn't because my family called me home. I'm sorry I couldn't help until the end."

What you did was already more than enough, so what are you sorry about?

I sighed lightly and said:

"No, what you did until then was more than enough. Please don't worry about it."

"I see. By the way, we're in the same team now, aren't we?"

Hearing Huye Jin's words, I nodded and replied:

"Yes, we're in the same team now."

"Who do you think will be the leader of the merged team?"

At Huye Jin's question, I thought about who might become the leader.

Who becomes the leader is more important than one might think.

It's almost like having your own faction within the academy.

And naturally, I have little interest in factions.

I became a team leader partly because I was a Successor Candidate, but also to help Hui-hyeon. Now that Hui-hyeon is strong and I've done everything I could for him, I no longer need the position of team leader.

Why would I want to be a team leader when all it means is working myself to death?

The leader of the merged team would likely be either Huye Jin or Jin Seo-yeon, though Jin Seo-yeon obviously doesn't want it despite it being natural for her.

So should I support Huye Jin?

"I think it would be right for Miss Ye-a to become the leader."

At Huye Jin's words, I snapped my head toward her.

What?

"What do you mean?"

"Well, Miss Ye-a is the strongest among us and has excellent character. I felt I couldn't do anything beneficial for you after taking credit for killing Honwon. What if I support you this time?"

"Are you crazy?"

"Pardon?"

When I spoke with half-sincerity without thinking, Huye Jin responded in confusion.

Oops.

"I mean... you're the Successor of the Huye Clan. No matter how you look at it, what would people say if you were just a team member under a Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan?"

"That doesn't matter to me."

Huye Jin spoke in a somber tone.

"I'm a pathetic team leader who lost all her members. When I lost all my team members, I already lost my qualification as a leader. So it's only right that Miss Ye-a, who has the achievement of killing Honwon, should be the leader."

Hearing Huye Jin's words, I couldn't respond.

How can I argue when she puts it like that?

"But what about Jin Seo-yeon?"

"Don't worry. I have a way."

Huye Jin smiled at me as she spoke.

Really? You can persuade that girl who was hesitating out of greed for the leadership position?

She already dislikes me for being a transmigrator, and I can't even imagine how much more she'll act up if I become the leader.

But instead of saying this, I thanked Huye Jin, only to pay the price for my gratitude later.

When I met Huye Jin again later, she smiled brightly and said to me:

"Miss Seo-yeon has also agreed to you becoming the team leader."

Why on earth???
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"Shimae, why don't you beg for your life now? If I like how you plead, I might let you live."

Baek Ye-a spoke to Shimae, who lay collapsed and bleeding before her eyes.

But Shimae only gasped for breath, not responding to Baek Ye-a's words.

So Baek Ye-a raised her sword without hesitation and said, "Fine, then. Go to Cheongdam's side with your mouth still shut."

As the sword came down, Shimae's head was sliced diagonally and gradually disappeared.

Having eliminated the last of Cheongdam's remaining forces, Baek Ye-a picked up the Golcham sword Shimae had left behind and muttered, "Hmm, it looked like a good sword from a distance, but up close it's not that impressive. U-ryeok, you can have this sword."

"Thank you, Lord."

U-ryeok respectfully accepted Shimae's sword and promptly stored it inside his arm.

"Lord, the remaining forces of Cheongdam are asking to surrender. What should we do?"

"In this world governed by power, the crime of refusing to submit to strength is very grave. Don't spare a single one—flay them alive and build a tower with their flesh. Make sure all the demons watch the process."

After killing Honwon, Cheongdam, and Ohwal and taking their power, Baek Ye-a's forces had reached a point where few great demons could stand against them.

Baek Ye-a's method was very simple.

Those who submitted to her power before fighting were incorporated into her forces, while demons who opposed her, citing the past, were all killed even after surrendering.

Baek Ye-a didn't hesitate to use historical knowledge from the real world in her methods of executing demons, killing them in all sorts of creative ways.

But the demons she was about to deal with now required a somewhat special method.

Unlike demons with forces blindly seeking humanity's destruction, these demons would do nothing until the Unkillable was resurrected.

Sitting on a hill made of demon corpses, Baek Ye-a looked down at the demons prostrating themselves before her and said, "Now, is there anyone else who wants to be cut into little pieces?"

Baek Ye-a asked while casually wiping blood from her face, but none dared even raise their heads as they bowed before her.

"Seems like you all understand your place now? Good. I have new orders for you."

Baek Ye-a stood up and descended toward the demons.

"All of you go to Myeongju and kill every human there. Leave no one alive."

<>

After killing Jeon In-hwa, Lee Hui-hyeon was using his abilities along with Hwayun's to carry out various schemes to make it appear as if Jeon In-hwa had gone missing.

They kept the house as intact as possible while removing all traces of blood and the body from the building.

This meticulous cleanup wasn't because he feared being discovered by other humans or felt any sense of guilt.

He had done this sort of thing many times before, and even though he had resolved to finish everything this time, if he were to repeat his life again in the future, this would just be one of countless repetitions.

For Lee Hui-hyeon, murder was something to avoid when possible, but also something he wouldn't hesitate to commit when necessary.

He was aware that he had crossed a line.

But even with this awareness, if such a situation arose again, Lee Hui-hyeon would gladly commit murder once more. After all, for some lines to be protected, someone had to cross others to fight.

"I've finished the cleanup on this side. Now, no matter how sophisticated the technology, no one will find any bloodstains."

"Did you check under the floorboards too? We can't leave even the smallest trace."

"Of course I checked that part too. You can rest assured, Destroyer."

Even after finishing speaking, Hwayun continued to look at Lee Hui-hyeon as if there was something more she wanted to say.

Lee Hui-hyeon addressed her in a cold tone, "Hwayun, is there something else you want to say?"

"Yes, Destroyer. I sincerely apologize for hiding the matter of Honwon from you before. I think something was wrong with me then. Could you possibly forgive me just this once?"

Lee Hui-hyeon silently looked at Hwayun before speaking.

"Hwayun, I've been receiving a lot of help from you lately."

"Not at all. Everything I've done is what I should naturally do for the Destroyer."

"Then why are you making a request that I cannot grant?"

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun realized she would not be forgiven for the matter with Honwon.

Not being forgiven didn't matter.

In the end, the Destroyer would not be able to discard her and would need her until the end of this world.

However, Hwayun thought Lee Hui-hyeon needed some "honest counsel" at this point.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, do you remember what I told you before?"

Lee Hui-hyeon silently looked at Hwayun as if telling her to continue, so Hwayun looked at him and said:

"I said that you, the Destroyer, should not be attached to human lives. The Destroyer is the rightful owner of everything in this world where gods have disappeared. Everyone's life or death is determined by the Destroyer's decision, the existence or non-existence of all things in this world is determined by the Destroyer's will, and whether all concepts in this world disappear or not is decided by the Destroyer's intention. You are also the Purifier who will cleanse this impure world."

After saying this, Hwayun observed Lee Hui-hyeon's expression before continuing.

"All the ancestors before the Destroyer agreed with this immutable truth and devoted everything to realizing it. The historical flow of this world has existed solely for the Destroyer, and future history will also exist for the Destroyer. You are our beginning and end, and everything thereafter."

The time before the Destroyer existed for the Destroyer's birth.
The time after the Destroyer existed to honor the Destroyer.

"But the Destroyer is too attached to trivial things that are merely parts of the whole."

The moment Hwayun finished saying this, she felt something missing below her neck.

Her head was now dangling in Lee Hui-hyeon's hand.

Holding Hwayun's severed head, Lee Hui-hyeon remained silent for a while before speaking.

"Hwayun."

"Yes, Destroyer."

"You know what? I've hated that pathological talk of yours since childhood."

"Didn't you listen to my stories all the way through when you were young?"

"That was because I liked you then. But now I hate you."

"Why is that?"

"Because you valued only me."

As drops of blood from Hwayun's neck hit the floor, they vaporized like smoke.

"You killed my entire clan who followed you so devotedly."

"It was all for the Destroyer."

"But it wasn't what I wanted."

"If I hadn't done that, the Destroyer would have died in childhood."

"So you killed my entire clan to extend my lifespan?"

"If I had asked, you would have chosen suicide."

"But you knew that what you did was a sin."

"No, there is no sin in anything done for the Destroyer. Anything done for the Destroyer cannot be a sin."

"Then why did you try to hide it from me?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun couldn't find a response and fell silent.

"You actually loved my clan too, didn't you?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Hwayun thought of the clan.

Love?

Yes, she had loved them.

But that was only love for livestock meant to give birth to the Destroyer, never the love one human has for another.

"Sometimes you must have felt friendship toward the clan."

Friendship?

Yes, she had felt friendship.

But that was only the kind of friendship humans feel toward dogs.

"Or didn't you feel some pity for those who lived only to give birth to me?"

Pity?

Yes, she had felt pity.

But it was only pity for those who, having given birth to the Destroyer, couldn't live to witness his life.

Hwayun had never once seen them as "human."

If she had seen them as human, she would have despised them instead.

Hwayun didn't answer with a single word, but Lee Hui-hyeon could already tell her answer just by looking at her expression.

Hwayun had never once seen the clan as human.

"Hwayun, I really can't like you again."

"If you just let me stay by your side, I would be grateful and satisfied with that, Destroyer."

When Lee Hui-hyeon threw Hwayun's head to the ground, she finally moved her body to reattach her head.

From an outside perspective, the relationship between Lee Hui-hyeon and Hwayun seemed to be at its worst.

But Hwayun was actually reassured by this.

He had only cut off her head, not killed her.

Despite implicitly rejecting their heart-to-heart conversation, Lee Hui-hyeon hadn't killed Hwayun.

This meant that Lee Hui-hyeon—the Destroyer—still needed her.

Hwayun still felt joy in that fact.

"Don't worry, Destroyer. Even if you deny everything about me, I will never betray you."

To Hwayun, the Destroyer was everything.

From the distant past until now.

Always.
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In reality, there's a saying.

That what matters is an unbreakable spirit.

But I think I might break.

"Haa, damn it."

With a curse I hadn't uttered in a while, I threw the notification of my appointment as Team Leader of the unified squad onto my desk.

The academy had expected this to be the most difficult matter to resolve, but it was surprisingly easy, so they proceeded with everything at lightning speed.

As a result, I suddenly became the Team Leader with everyone's endorsement, and as the leader of the unified squad, my workload increased incomparably to before.

Damn it.

DAMN IT!!!!!!!!!!!!

Why is Huye Jin making my life miserable with something I never asked for?

Could it be that Huye Jin is actually a master of manipulation pretending to be a loner?

Having reached this conclusion, I let out a deep sigh and collapsed face-down on my desk.

No, that can't be right. Huye Jin is just kind.

He understands himself well and has the generosity to willingly take a lower position for the sake of others.

Of course, that doesn't change the fact that I can't forgive him for saddling me with the position of Team Leader of the unified squad.

I'll get him back later. I'll definitely force some burdensome responsibility on him.

I wondered if Hui-hyeon should step down from his position as deputy leader now that we've become a unified squad, but since the deputy position was originally just a workaround to funnel items to Hui-hyeon, I figured it didn't really matter.

It was a position that never officially existed, so it makes sense for it to disappear.

After considering various other matters, I soon got up from my seat with a deep sigh.

Right, there's no use thinking about this anymore.

I decided to go out for a walk and stepped outside.

The area around Yegak Academy had been restored quite a bit, as I had seen before.

I could also see work being done to inspect the underground tunnels.

"Oh right, I need to buy medicine."

By the way, Grandfather Jin Baek-ha was safe.

He actually held an impressive stand-alone defense at the pharmacy before joining forces with the Exorcists from the Huye Clan and making great contributions.

The monstrous abilities I had seen in his status window when The Eyes were working had done their job.

Speaking of which, I wonder when The Eyes will restore the status window function.

I've tried to see it several times since then, but it just wouldn't appear.

It stopped working after that other me entered my body.

Could that other me have done something to my eyes?

...No, there's no point thinking about this now.

Thanks to losing the status window, I've been able to accept this world as more real.

So in this respect, it's better not having the status window.

After wandering around the village, I returned home.

When I get back, I should prepare more donations.

<>

At this point, Seo-yeon Jin had lost all hostility toward Ye-a Baek.

The Jin Seo-yeon who had initially raged like a rabid animal was no longer there.

Ye-a Baek was dangerous.

She was not an opponent that the current Jin Seo-yeon could handle.

Not only did she control Lee Hui-hyeon like a puppet, but she now even threatened Jin Seo-yeon herself. And as if humiliating Jeon In-hwa at the council wasn't enough, she calmly pulled out the Jeon Clan's heirloom and toyed with In-hwa.

The case of Jeon In-hwa, who had gone out of contact after returning to her hometown, also fueled Jin Seo-yeon's fear.

And what about Huye Jin's attitude?

Acting as if no one but Ye-a Baek could be the Team Leader of the unified squad.

It felt like everything around Jin Seo-yeon was in Ye-a Baek's grasp.

"Damn it... Damn it..."

Jin Seo-yeon continuously thrust her spear while training her body.

If she stayed still even for a moment, thoughts of Ye-a Baek would keep surfacing.

Now was not the time to confront Ye-a Baek.

She needed to lower herself as much as possible to make Ye-a Baek feel at ease.

Then, when the opportunity arises...

"Kuk...!"

Jin Seo-yeon soon threw her spear to the ground and went inside.

Make Ye-a Baek feel at ease? Lower herself?

No, a wolf neither lowers itself nor makes its opponent feel at ease.

Jin Seo-yeon thought that now was precisely the time to have a proper confrontation with Ye-a Baek.

<>

I was back home calculating the budget for disaster recovery donations when Jin Seo-yeon suddenly barged in.

"Ye-a Baek! Come out right now! I know you're in there!"

What's with this psychopath suddenly coming here with a spear and making a scene?

She readily endorsed me becoming the Team Leader of the unified squad, and now she's barging in and shouting at the top of her lungs.

With a sense of caution, I strapped on my sword and opened the front gate.

"What is it? Barging in like this. You're disturbing the neighborhood!"

When I spoke with irritation, Jin Seo-yeon flinched slightly before saying to me:

"Ye-a Baek, what exactly are you plotting?"

Hearing Jin Seo-yeon's words, I thought:

Ah, this crazy woman is starting again.

I frowned and said to Jin Seo-yeon:

"I'm kind of busy right now? I don't have time to play with you, so could you please leave?"

I tried to tone down "Get the fuck out, bitch" as much as possible, but despite my consideration, Jin Seo-yeon tried to push past me and enter.

However, compared to the past, I was no longer an easy opponent, so standing firm against Jin Seo-yeon was—yeah right.

I was no match for her physically and got pushed back. Ugh.

"What are you doing? What's this about?"

As Jin Seo-yeon entered, I growled at her, but she stood in my courtyard and said:

"Ye-a Baek. I am the successor of the Jin Clan. Our Jin Clan has been a family that has destroyed demons and protected the Human World since ancient times."

Jin Seo-yeon suddenly started an untimely history lecture.

"And?"

"Before this proud history of my family, I have committed a sin. For a moment, I compromised with myself and tried to turn a blind eye to injustice. I shouldn't have done that."

Hearing Jin Seo-yeon's words, I roughly understood the situation.

So Jin Seo-yeon is... saying that making me the Team Leader of the unified squad was a compromise?

If that's the case, why didn't she make that compromise later instead of suddenly making me the leader and causing me trouble?

Huh, that's annoying?

But regardless of my thoughts, Jin Seo-yeon continued chattering endlessly in front of me.

"Therefore, I'm challenging you to a duel to the death."

Lost in other thoughts while facing Jin Seo-yeon, I frowned at her words.

"Jin Seo-yeon."

"You won't say you can't do it, right? I compromised out of fear for a moment, but I forgot that it's better to die than to compromise with injustice. Ye-a Baek. Draw your sword."

Jin Seo-yeon said this as she pulled out a spear from a leather pouch.

It looked sturdier than the sword she had used in our previous one-sided match where I was beaten.

I let out a deep sigh and looked at Jin Seo-yeon in front of me.

"You're a successor. Do you think there's no problem if you die here?"

"What happens after I die is not my concern."

"Life is precious. It's not something to be wasted carelessly."

"It's absurd to hear such words from the leader of demons. Is that why you harmed so many people?"

"That wasn't my doing."

"Of course you'd say that."

True to her nature, having already decided I was a bad person before coming here, Jin Seo-yeon wouldn't listen to reason.

"Draw your sword, Ye-a Baek. Today, one of us must die to end this."

"There's also the option of compromising."

"I'd rather die than compromise with the injustice before my eyes."

After finishing this conversation, I could tell that Jin Seo-yeon had firmly made up her mind before seeking me out.

Fine, if that's how it is.

I drew the Ayong Sword from my waist.

Jin Seo-yeon attacked first.

Without the ability to see the status window, I couldn't "see" the attack, but instead, my body perception, which had improved to an extreme degree, read Jin Seo-yeon's attack.

That's... a wild, uncontrolled attack.

When I deflected the spear, Jin Seo-yeon showed a slightly surprised expression, but that was it.

She quickly regained her posture and followed up with the initial form of the Demon-Slaying Divine Spear style.

A fierce exchange without a word... that's what Jin Seo-yeon would think.

But this fight would have been over from the start if I had decided to kill Jin Seo-yeon.

However, I had no intention of killing her.

So this fight was one-sided on Jin Seo-yeon's part.

Despite countless deadly attacks aimed at vital points, I simply deflected them without counterattacking.

As this exchange continued, Jin Seo-yeon finally seemed to notice and shouted at me:

"Ye-a Baek! Are you saying I'm not even worth fighting?"

Jin Seo-yeon's attacks were indeed fierce, befitting the successor of the Jin Clan.

It wasn't an exaggeration to say she was the incarnation of the first clan head.

After deflecting her spear with my sword, Jin Seo-yeon's body was exposed.

Her arms were stretched high above her.

If I wanted to, I could kill Jin Seo-yeon at any moment.

But...

I still wasn't prepared to cross that line.

-Thud!

I immediately rushed forward and struck Jin Seo-yeon's solar plexus with the hilt of my sword.

"Kuluk! Ughk-!"

Hit in a vital spot, Jin Seo-yeon collapsed while still holding the spear with one hand, coughing and trembling.

Looking down at her, I said coldly:

"You lost, Jin Seo-yeon."

Ch.178 - 1. Strike at the Root (6)
After that, I had to deal with Jin Seo-yeon, who refused to accept her defeat and kept coming at me even after I'd recovered.

Jin Seo-yeon swung her spear vigorously while I blocked her attacks.

One impressive thing was that Jin Seo-yeon continued to grow stronger as we fought.

It seemed that until now, Jin Seo-yeon had never fought against someone like me—someone with superior skills who was holding back—and I had unintentionally become her teacher.

This growth while fighting was probably due to Jin Seo-yeon's ridiculous talent.

Even so, to me, who had already broken through my limits and achieved enlightenment, Jin Seo-yeon's growth looked like nothing more than a flea jumping progressively higher.

"Ugh!"

Maybe I should charge her tuition fees later.

Or should I tell her to donate money for damage recovery?

As I casually dealt with her while thinking about random things, Jin Seo-yeon must have realized I was thinking about other things while fighting, because she attacked even more fiercely.

I deflected her sword and struck her solar plexus.

Deflected her sword and struck her solar plexus again.

Jin Seo-yeon fell down many times, but she got up just as many times.

As if she thought this time would be different.

But Jin Seo-yeon must know, with the wolf clan's instincts, that she absolutely cannot defeat me right now.

So why does she keep challenging me?

Does she hate me that much?

Does she still think I'm a vessel? Is that why she considers me evil?

This world always reminds me that I'm an outsider just when I think I've completely adapted.

Jin Seo-yeon standing before me probably thinks she's waging some holy war.

But does Jin Seo-yeon know? That I'm just an ordinary person who happened to transmigrate from elsewhere.

I had no reason to tell her like I did with Yu-na, so I silently continued to face Jin Seo-yeon.

After fighting until sunset, Jin Seo-yeon finally seemed to lose her will to fight and sat down on the ground, still clutching her spear, staring at the ground.

I spoke to her with finality.

"You must know by now that you can never defeat me. And I have no intention of killing you either. So just give up already."

At my words about giving up, Jin Seo-yeon, completely exhausted, looked down at the ground and said:

"Vessels always torment people."

"I told you I'm not a vessel."

"No, you might fool everyone else in this world, but you can't fool me. You're a vessel. When did you steal Baek Ye-a's body and start planning these terrible things? Since when...?"

"I'm telling you, I'm not."

I was starting to get heated.

Fine, I've been patient enough. How much longer do I have to listen to this vessel nonsense?

Even if I told her the truth like I did with Yu-na—that I actually came from South Korea—she'd probably just spout something like, "South Korea!? Is that what the demon's lair is called?"

"That first sparring match we had—you did that to put me at ease, right? I thought it was strange. I should have known something was wrong when the Baek Clan's successor candidate, who doesn't use spears, suddenly wanted to spar with spears!"

Regardless of what I was thinking, Jin Seo-yeon continued to spout her theories while sitting on the ground.

That was just because you were the heroine, nothing special.

What ancient history is she talking about?

Do I really need to convince Jin Seo-yeon? I was considering just kicking her unconscious and throwing her out, but I sighed softly and said:

"You keep calling me a vessel and saying I'm planning something terrible. But I'm really not."

"You—"

"Listen to people when they're talking."

When I spoke with irritation, Jin Seo-yeon shut her mouth.

Good, keep your mouth shut like that.

"If I were really a vessel, I'd have no reason to keep you alive. Has anything strange happened to you since that time you suddenly called me out and started ranting about vessels?"

I hoped my sincerity would get through to her, but Jin Seo-yeon didn't even blink as she replied:

"Yes."

"Right, so... Wait, what?"

"You ordered Lee Hui-hyeon to threaten me so I wouldn't investigate further. You're not going to tell me all those actions were Lee Hui-hyeon's independent decisions, are you?"

Ah, Hui-hyeon.

What have you been doing behind my back?

You even threatened Jin Seo-yeon without my knowledge.

When you get back, you're going to get it, I thought as I looked at Jin Seo-yeon.

"Why are you suddenly quiet? Is threatening me such a routine thing that you don't even remember it?"

I quietly observed Jin Seo-yeon, who was barking away, not missing the opportunity when I showed signs of being troubled.

Sigh, maybe trying to convince Jin Seo-yeon was impossible from the start.

In that case... maybe I should just become the villain she thinks I am?

I made my expression as haughty as possible and looked at Jin Seo-yeon.

Cold eyes, cold eyes. Good.

"Ah... now that you mention it, that did happen."

I walked around Jin Seo-yeon as I spoke.

"Yes, you're right. It was such a routine matter that I forgot about it. Jin Seo-yeon."

Speaking as if I were revealing my true colors, Jin Seo-yeon responded as if she'd known all along:

"I knew it! You're finally showing your true colors!"

This girl's reactions are so over-the-top.

For a moment, I almost asked if she thought she was some manga protagonist, but I barely managed to keep my mouth shut and continued:

"Yes, I did it. Whatever you're thinking, all of it."

Jin Seo-yeon's face turned pale at my words.

What? What is it?

"I know you're not just a simple vessel. What are you planning with all this?"

Jin Seo-yeon was now sweating profusely.

As if waiting for some terrifying story.

"Well, what would someone like me, a vessel, do...? You already know, don't you?"

"You bastard!"

Jin Seo-yeon immediately tried to throw her spear at me, but I was faster.

That was a close one.

But regardless, my expression remained well-controlled.

Jin Seo-yeon was probably thinking something like: He even predicted this!

"Jin Seo-yeon, you can't do anything. I... have the power to kill everyone."

I stroked Jin Seo-yeon's head as I spoke.

I heard wolf clan members unconsciously feel comfortable when you do this?

Oh, it's softer than it looks.

"Whether you die by my 'plan' or war breaks out right here... it doesn't matter. The only reason it hasn't happened is because I find it troublesome."

Then I grabbed Jin Seo-yeon's head firmly and muttered an incantation under my breath.

The surroundings glowed brightly and then faded.

"I just placed a spell on you. If you dare speak of this to anyone, your heart will burst and you'll die. But when my 'plan' begins, this spell will be lifted."

"Why... why are you doing this?"

"Well, perhaps having one more person to stand in my way makes things more entertaining?"

After saying that, I burst into laughter.

It was funny how far I was going just to save this girl.

This is ridiculous. What kind of character setup is this?

But my words seemed credible enough to Jin Seo-yeon, as she gritted her teeth and listened to my story.

"That's also why I've kept you alive. So please... live long... and entertain me."

After finishing those words, I struck Jin Seo-yeon once and knocked her unconscious.

"Looks like I'll have to go to the security office again. Damn woman."

If there were another me watching, they'd be laughing their ass off.

I felt that Jin Seo-yeon had been nothing but trouble from the beginning.

Damn woman.

Shit.

When Hui-hyeon returned, I had already dropped Jin Seo-yeon off at the security office.

"...So that's what happened."

I told Hui-hyeon everything that had happened with Jin Seo-yeon.

After listening to my story seriously up to the middle, Hui-hyeon burst into laughter when he heard about the ending.

He's laughing too much. Damn him.

"So you decided to become the villain? How are you going to act in front of everyone now that we're in an integrated team?"

"What do you mean how? I'll act normal, of course. All this effort because of one Jin Seo-yeon."

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon started laughing again.

Watching him, I quietly said:

"By the way, I heard you did something without telling me."

Hui-hyeon's laughter stopped abruptly.

"...What did Jin Seo-yeon say?"

"She told me. You know what I'm talking about, right?"

"Here."

When Hui-hyeon extended his arm, I pinched it with all my strength.

Pinch, pinch.

"Owww! Easy! Take it easy!"

"What? You want me to kill you?!"

"Ahhh!"

After an appropriate amount of punishment, I said to Hui-hyeon:

"...Anyway, since things turned out this way, I'd appreciate it if you played along."

"Yeah, but my arm really hurts from the pinching."

"Want me to pinch you more?"

"No, I'm just saying. More importantly, is there really a spell that makes your heart burst?"

"You of all people should know there isn't. I just made the barrier around us glow brightly. I took advantage of the fact that the Jin Clan isn't very knowledgeable about spells."

"...You can be really scary sometimes."

After that, I chatted with Hui-hyeon for a while before we parted ways.

Come to think of it, I forgot to ask Hui-hyeon.

What's he been doing lately that I haven't seen him much?
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On the way back from Baek Ye-a's house.

Hwayun, who I thought had already left, appeared before Lee Hui-hyeon.

"What's going on, Hwayun? Is it urgent?"

Hwayun nodded at Lee Hui-hyeon's question and said, "Yes, Lee Hui-hyeon, I have something urgent to report, so I came looking for you."

"Alright, tell me as we walk."

As Lee Hui-hyeon started walking, Hwayun began following behind.

And the words that came out of Hwayun's mouth were quite shocking.

"'Baek Ye' has started to move."

Hearing Hwayun's words, Lee Hui-hyeon instinctively knew that the 'Baek Ye' Hwayun was referring to was the Baek Ye-a he knew, and said to Hwayun, "Details."

"Yes, recently 'Baek Ye' has succeeded in unifying groups of monsters."

"Unified them?"

"Yes, not only major monsters like Honwon, Ohwal, and Cheongdam, but also independent forces that were operating separately have been subjugated and are now heading somewhere."

"Where to?"

"We're still compiling their route, but it seems they're heading toward Myeongju."

Hearing Hwayun's words, Lee Hui-hyeon frowned.

How could she have already organized the major monsters, unified forces, and started heading toward Myeongju when she'd only been back for such a short time?

Even considering the time flow discrepancy, this was too extreme.

"What do you think her purpose is?"

"Obviously to attack humans."

"...I can't understand why. Saying she'll kill humans."

Although she had clearly stated she would kill everyone in Myeongju, Lee Hui-hyeon, who had still been inwardly trusting 'Baek Ye-a,' muttered with a troubled feeling. Hwayun responded, "Well, given what happened in the past, isn't it as natural as breathing for monsters to kill humans? I don't understand what you find strange about this..."

After thinking for a moment, Lee Hui-hyeon replied, "No, it's nothing."

While Lee Hui-hyeon paused speaking, Hwayun, who had been watching his reaction, hesitantly opened his mouth.

"By the way, Lee Hui-hyeon, there's one more thing I need to tell you."

"What is it?"

"About that monster called 'Baek Ye' that I saw... No matter how I look at it, she resembles that woman too much. May I ask what's going on with this?"

After looking at Hwayun for a moment, Lee Hui-hyeon nodded and said, "Yes, you should know too. That monster called 'Baek Ye' is like the remnants of Ye-a."

After saying that 'Baek Ye-a' was like the remnants of Baek Ye-a, Lee Hui-hyeon felt this was correct.

Yes, 'Baek Ye-a' was like the remnants of Baek Ye-a. Just that and nothing more.

And this was also something meant for the ears of the person before him.

"So why are you here?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Hwayun responded with apparent confusion, "What? Obviously to report to you."

"'Baek Ye-a,' I already know everything. Why don't you reveal yourself?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun replied as if wronged, "Lee Hui-hyeon, I have no idea what you're talking about! I am your servant, Hwayun!"

Lee Hui-hyeon snorted and said, "No, Hwayun never refers to himself as a servant. And he doesn't consistently call me by my name either. That's because he considers me the same as the previous Exterminator."

Hwayun looked at Lee Hui-hyeon with a meaningful smile, and Lee Hui-hyeon glared back as he spoke.

"Above all, I've already told Hwayun about 'Baek Ye' before. Don't you think it's strange that you're reporting to me as if you're hearing and seeing it for the first time?"

"Ah, right. That did happen. I forgot."

The person with Hwayun's face soon began to smile as their face started melting away. After it had completely melted, a woman who looked identical to Baek Ye-a appeared, but more mature and with red rims around her eyes.

"It's been a while, Hui-hyeon. I'm really happy to see you again like this. Aren't you too?"

In response to 'Baek Ye-a's' words, Lee Hui-hyeon drew his sword instead of answering.

'Baek Ye-a' smiled at Lee Hui-hyeon and said, "Hui-hyeon. Still as aggressive as ever."

"I asked why you came here."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, 'Baek Ye-a' smiled sweetly and said, "Obviously because I wanted to see our Hui-hyeon. The information was... just a bonus?"

"You've got some nerve. Even if that's the case, coming near the Divine Sandalwood Tree in your true form?"

"What? Are you worried about me, Hui-hyeon? I'm truly touched."

'Baek Ye-a' responded with an extremely pleased expression.

"But don't worry. This is just a vessel. I'm a bit busy so I couldn't come in person. I found a rare high-quality Exorcist's body and dressed it up nicely. What do you think? Don't I look exactly like me to you?"

'Baek Ye-a' twirled around as if to show off, speaking to Lee Hui-hyeon.

Just then, a sword strike swept past 'Baek Ye-a's' side.

Part of her silver-white hair was cut off and scattered, while 'Baek Ye-a' stood still, smiling as she looked at Lee Hui-hyeon.

Lee Hui-hyeon pointed his sword at 'Baek Ye-a' and said, "Don't do anything strange. 'Baek Ye-a,' you're my prisoner now."

"That sounds nice, like a prisoner of love."

"If you move, I'll really kill you."

"Oh my, how scary. I'd better stay still then?"

Although Lee Hui-hyeon had declared 'Baek Ye-a' his prisoner, honestly, he didn't feel like he had captured her.

'Baek Ye-a' had become much stronger than when he had seen her before.

He could tell this without even having to clash with her directly.

It seemed that 'Baek Ye-a's' claim about defeating the major monsters wasn't made up after all.

As the two were facing off, Hwayun came running urgently.

"Exterminator! Exterminator! There's an emergency! 'Baek Ye-a' is...! Ah, already! Lee Hui-hyeon, step back!"

When Hwayun intervened, a cold gleam appeared in 'Baek Ye-a's' eyes, which had been looking at Lee Hui-hyeon affectionately until just now.

"Get lost, insect."

Something was instantly released, striking Hwayun's body, and he rolled on the ground.

"I'm having a conversation with Hui-hyeon right now. Right, Hui-hyeon?"

'Baek Ye-a' turned her gaze away from Hwayun and looked at Lee Hui-hyeon with an extremely affectionate smile. Despite Hwayun rolling to the side, Lee Hui-hyeon still didn't take his eyes off 'Baek Ye-a.'

"'Baek Ye-a,' do you know where this is?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, 'Baek Ye-a' looked around.

"Ah, here. I remember this place well. Isn't this where Hui-hyeon and I went on a date together?"

At 'Baek Ye-a's' words, Lee Hui-hyeon closed his eyes, then opened them again and said, "So you really are Ye-a. No matter how much I want to deny it, I can't."

"Hui-hyeon, at times like this, you should accept it instead of denying it. Just like my past self did."

"You've changed."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, 'Baek Ye-a' shook her head and said, "No, I haven't changed at all. I just separated the pathetic and inferior parts from myself and gained a small enlightenment."

'Baek Ye-a' took a step toward Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Think about it, Hui-hyeon. We are superhumans. You are the Exterminator, the master and purifier of this world, and I am the only 'Omniscient One' and 'Enlightened One' who came from the outside world and knows everything about this world. We can do anything we want, have anything we want, decide what's wrong, and decide what's right. Look, as proof, I've cleared out those troublesome major monsters and put all monsters at my feet. The Unkillable? That's nothing. It's just a mass of power."

Lee Hui-hyeon continued to stare silently at 'Baek Ye-a' as if observing her, and 'Baek Ye-a' smiled at Lee Hui-hyeon and said, "Although I've been postponing it out of consideration for you, I'm going to absorb my other self soon. I've realized that for us to be reborn as true superhumans, and to truly love, it's better for my other self to disappear."

The moment he heard 'Baek Ye-a's' words, Lee Hui-hyeon swung his sword at her.

'Baek Ye-a' blocked Lee Hui-hyeon's attack with a sword she drew from inside her arm and said, "Yes, Hui-hyeon. It's been a really long time since we've faced off, hasn't it?"

The moment their swords clashed, a crimson energy burst from Lee Hui-hyeon's sword.

Simultaneously, the ground split around the sword Lee Hui-hyeon had thrust, overturning the surroundings, and 'Baek Ye-a's' body, unable to withstand the sword's shockwave, was lifted into the air.

"You once said that being in the air without touching the ground means death, Hui-hyeon."

After muttering the advice Lee Hui-hyeon had casually given, 'Baek Ye-a' soon smiled and said, "Well, that's for humans."

'Baek Ye-a' struck down at Lee Hui-hyeon with a sword protruding from a split in her leg, and Lee Hui-hyeon raised his sword to block 'Baek Ye-a's' attack.

Then they both fell to the ground.
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After falling to the ground, Baek Ye-a put away the sword that had emerged from her split leg and rushed toward Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Here I come?"

As Baek Ye-a shouted with the innocent playfulness of a child, Lee Hui-hyeon gritted his teeth and withstood her attack.

"Hui-hyeon, didn't I say I was a prisoner? You shouldn't be pushed back by a prisoner, right?"

After deflecting Baek Ye-a's sword, Lee Hui-hyeon immediately readjusted his grip, stabbed her body multiple times, and cut off one of her arms. But Baek Ye-a merely glanced at her severed arm, smiled, and regenerated it.

Lee Hui-hyeon was unconsciously going easy on Baek Ye-a.

If she hadn't been wearing Baek Ye-a's appearance, he would have ended the fight long ago.

But seeing her in Baek Ye-a's form stirred nostalgia in him, and he couldn't bring himself to fight at full strength.

He should have killed her earlier.

If he had just cut off her head when he first sensed something was wrong, as he normally would have, he wouldn't have been emotionally shaken by seeing that familiar face after so long.

Noticing Lee Hui-hyeon's mental turmoil, Baek Ye-a smiled at him and said, "You still love me even like this, don't you, Hui-hyeon?"

Lee Hui-hyeon didn't respond and just glared at her. Then, commotion began to sound from the surroundings.

"Over there! The sound came from that direction!"

"There's someone collapsed here!"

Exorcists who had gathered after sensing something strange—hearing the ground shake from Baek Ye-a's use of power and Lee Hui-hyeon's slashes—stopped in their tracks when they saw Baek Ye-a.

"Who is that woman...?"

"Isn't that Baek Ye-a who attended the council meeting last time?"

The exorcists froze, unable to grasp the situation.

Annoyed at having her time with Lee Hui-hyeon interrupted, Baek Ye-a glared at the exorcists and muttered, "Sigh, I just want to spend time with Hui-hyeon, but why do these insects keep swarming around?"

Chanting a spell under her breath, Baek Ye-a stretched her hand toward the exorcists. Countless strings appeared, binding and snatching them.

Before they could respond to the sudden attack, Baek Ye-a suspended the bound exorcists in mid-air and then sliced through them all at once.

"Huh?"

With shocked expressions, the exorcists' bodies were cut in half and fell to the ground.

The ominous sound of something spilling onto the floor due to gravity vividly wrapped around Lee Hui-hyeon's ears.

"Exorcists' internal organs aren't much different from ordinary humans," Baek Ye-a remarked briefly, then turned to Lee Hui-hyeon standing before her.

"I actually knew that already."

"You..."

Seeing Lee Hui-hyeon at a loss for words, Baek Ye-a smiled and said, "What's wrong, Hui-hyeon? You're acting like I've done something terrible."

"Even so, how could you... people who had nothing to do with this..."

"Sigh, Hui-hyeon. Let's be honest. You've killed countless people too, haven't you? Whether in this life or your previous one."

"..."

Lee Hui-hyeon couldn't say anything in response to Baek Ye-a's words.

Because it was true—he had done exactly that.

He had committed murder without hesitation when necessary.

"I just did what was necessary, like you. The fun part came after. See? No difference, right?"

"I never killed people for fun."

"Right, you killed when necessary."

"More importantly, how do you know these things?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Baek Ye-a looked elsewhere and said, "Well, why don't you hear about it with another me who's about to arrive?"

Following Baek Ye-a's gaze, Lee Hui-hyeon looked in the direction she was facing.

"Hui-hyeon..."

Standing there was Baek Ye-a.

<>

I had a dream.

A dream with Hui-hyeon.

The scene was so peaceful and gentle that I unconsciously realized it was a dream.

"Hui-hyeon, try this. It's supposed to be good for you."

Hui-hyeon's hair had turned so white that no trace of black remained.

"Didn't you bring too much? What if there's leftovers?"

"Then there's leftovers. That's not for you to worry about. Now, open wide."

I smiled as I stuffed food into Hui-hyeon's mouth.

Hui-hyeon, forced to eat, began to cough.

"Cough! Cough!"

"Did I put in too much? Hui-hyeon, are you okay?"

"Cough... Yes, I'm fine. But I'll eat with my own mouth from now on."

It was truly a wonderful day.

People were regaining their vitality, and everything was being rebuilt.

No longer having to fear the clutches of monsters had restored people's peace of mind.

"I wish every day could be like today. Don't you, Hui-hyeon?"

"...Yes. It would be wonderful if every day could be like today."

Hui-hyeon gave me a gentle smile.

And the next moment, Hui-hyeon was lying down.

A dying Hui-hyeon, and me watching him with tears in my eyes.

Hui-hyeon firmly grasped my hand and said, "Ye-a, I'm so sorry... for not being able to stay with you until the end..."

Hui-hyeon spoke with difficulty, pausing between words.

"Please, promise me you'll live happily even without me...?"

"Stop saying strange things and think about getting up. It doesn't make sense for an Exorcist to die like this. You're just temporarily weakened."

Even though I already sensed that Hui-hyeon's death was imminent, I kept denying it.

There's no way Hui-hyeon could die. How could someone as strong and excellent as Hui-hyeon be dying?

"I can't... see anything anymore... Ye-a, are you still there?"

"Hui-hyeon, Hui-hyeon, Hui-hyeon. I'm right here."

"Stay by my side."

"Of course. Where would I go without you?"

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon's expression became more peaceful.

"...That's good. Can you hold my hand?"

I took Hui-hyeon's hand.

It was a rough hand with many calluses.

Hui-hyeon squeezed my hand with his last strength and said, "I no longer fear the things I couldn't do. I've already completed everything I was born to do. If I have one lingering attachment... it's you."

Hui-hyeon brought my hand to his face and rubbed it.

"I'm so glad it's you who's with me at the end."

With those final words, Hui-hyeon exhaled deeply.

"...Hui-hyeon?"

I shook Hui-hyeon's body.

"Hui-hyeon, please wake up. Please don't do this to me. Hui-hyeon? Hui-hyeon?"

My vision gradually blurred, and tears began to fall from my eyes drop by drop.

"Hui-hyeon, please. Please don't do this and open your eyes. We were going to have a child together. Are you breaking your promise? Hui-hyeon, please. Please..."

Sometime later, I buried Hui-hyeon alongside our children.

After that, I always visited Hui-hyeon's grave.

I would sit by the grave and tell him about the day's events.

I didn't think I was talking to myself.

Hui-hyeon was always by my side.

I just came to the grave to talk so he could hear better.

Some people whispered that I must be crazy, but I didn't care.

People in reality pray and talk to things that don't even exist, so why couldn't I? Especially since Hui-hyeon was real.

Days passed, one after another.

Time flowed on and on.

And I made a decision.

To go find Hui-hyeon myself.

"Hui-hyeon. I'm so happy thinking about seeing you again."

All dressed up to see Hui-hyeon again, I smiled toward him.

Hui-hyeon was smiling back at me.

As if urging me to come to him.

So I took a knife and plunged it into my neck, believing I would soon be by Hui-hyeon's side.

Aren't you curious about what happens next, Baek Ye-a?

"...Huh?"

When I came to my senses, I was somehow separated from my body.

I was definitely at the grave just moments ago.

Looking ahead, I saw another me standing there.

"You..."

"Come to where I tell you. Then you'll find the answers."

The other me smiled and told me.

"Wait a moment...!"

When I woke from the dream, my body was soaked with sweat.

The dream was too vivid and ominous to be just a simple dream.

Was that dream... something from the past shown to me by another me?

I quickly got dressed and rushed to the place the other me had shown me.

And there was Hui-hyeon, facing off against another me who was talking about the murders Hui-hyeon had supposedly committed...

"The star of today has arrived."

The other me smiled and said to me.

"Hui-hyeon, do you know why I disguised myself as Hwayun?"

Hui-hyeon looked at me with surprised eyes for a moment before turning his gaze back to the other me.

"It was actually for this moment. I got caught in the middle because of a slip of the tongue... but I wanted to do it in front of Hui-hyeon.

Before Hui-hyeon, who seemed to have realized something, could swing his sword, the other me said:

"I've stalled for time quite well, haven't I?"

The other me, who had been smiling leisurely, suddenly began rushing toward me.
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When I opened my eyes to the sound of Hui-hyeon calling my name, I found myself in a pure white space with another me, just like before with Honwon.

"You know, it's always this pristine white space. Don't you think so, other me?"

"What do you mean Hui-hyeon committed murder?"

The other me looked at me with interest at my question.

"Hmm, that's what you're curious about? Not the situation you're in?"

"Just answer me."

Hearing my words, the other me smiled meaningfully and said:

"Hui-hyeon killed Jeon In-hwa in this life for your sake. Is that what you wanted to hear?"

"What?"

I questioned the other me, shocked at hearing that Jeon In-hwa had been killed.

"Why are you so surprised? Didn't you secretly suspect it all along?"

"No, Hui-hyeon promised to tell me everything he did. So I never thought he would kill Jeon In-hwa..."

I stopped mid-sentence.

I wondered if I truly never thought Hui-hyeon would kill Jeon In-hwa.

Noticing the change in my expression, the other me said:

"Other me. Have you ever thought of yourself as hypocritical?"

The words from the other me, who had the exact same face as mine, felt like my own conscience questioning me.

But all I could say was that I had done my best to avoid killing Jeon In-hwa somehow.

Yes, I have nothing to be ashamed of. My actions matched my intentions.

But was I really certain that Hui-hyeon wouldn't lay a hand on Jeon In-hwa?

After pondering for a while, I said to the other me:

"...Sometimes I do. The desire to maintain boundaries and the urge to cross them have always existed together. Sometimes I've done the wrong things even while telling myself I should be a good person. Like when I tried to steal Hui-hyeon's role and become the protagonist."

It was a clear fact that although I claimed to want to save the world, I had tried to trample on Hui-hyeon in the process.

But my thoughts didn't stop there.

Hui-hyeon is a Regressor.

That means there must have been a reason why Jeon In-hwa had to die, right?

What if there was such a reason, and he deliberately didn't tell me so he could dirty his hands while keeping me clean?

Do I have the right to condemn Hui-hyeon after learning what he did?

After organizing my thoughts, I let out a light sigh and spoke:

"And honestly, if I were in Hui-hyeon's position, I don't know if I would have made a different choice."

"Hmm."

The other me observed me for a moment before speaking.

"That's a bit better. If you had said you couldn't understand or condemned Hui-hyeon, I might have killed you without realizing it."

"...What exactly did you do to me?"

Ignoring the other me's words, I finally asked about myself, to which the other me smiled and replied:

"I stuck my finger into your head. That's all."

Hmm, that sounds like something terrible.

"What?"

"Don't worry, you won't die from that. You'll just feel like you're dying when I pull it out."

"That's basically the same thing."

"No, it's different. Because you won't die. There's a huge difference between feeling like you're dying and actually dying."

The other me was suddenly beside me.

"Besides, aren't you going to ask why I brought you here?"

For some reason, I felt like I knew why the other me had brought me here, even without being told.

"At first, I thought you might have some other scheme..."

"And?"

"But obviously you want us to become one again."

Hearing my words, the other me laughed and said:

"You know well."

"But as I said last time, I don't want to."

"I know."

"Let me ask just one thing. Why do you want to become one with me again?"

"Are you asking for the reason now? Well, let's see. I certainly cut you off because you were inferior, pathetic, and useless, but after cutting you off, I felt like I became incomplete, you could say?"

I snorted at the other me's words.

"Really? I've never once felt incomplete."

"That's because you're stupid."

"..."

"Fools don't know they're foo—"

"Shut up. Don't say any more."

Hearing my words, the other me burst into laughter and then said:

"Baek Ye-a. Do you remember the memories I showed you before?"

I nodded at the other me's words and replied:

"...Yes, I remember."

"As I said before, there's been some kind of restriction that prevented me from showing you the memories completely. But recently, after dealing with all the other great yokai and gaining power, I can show you more memories."

For a moment, I was tempted by the other me's words, but soon shook my head.

Lost memories are lost memories.

Better to have none than to be manipulated by the other me because of them.

"I don't need them. Just send me back to reality."

"If I send you back, what do you plan to do?"

"...I'll tell Hui-hyeon it's okay and that he can be more honest with me. I don't want to cause him any emotional distress."

Hearing my words, the other me let out a small sigh and called my name.

"Baek Ye-a."

And then the other me smiled at me and said:

"There's no way I'm letting you out now. You'll have to stay here and keep watching memories until you become one with me. Forever."

"You...!"

Before I could grab hold, the other me disappeared, mocking me with a sneer.

And before my eyes, memories began to unfold.

It hurts, it hurts.

Blood dripped from her neck, but Baek Ye-a didn't die.

The pain was just tearing her throat apart with agony that felt like death.

Slowly pulling out the knife, the wound began to heal, and Baek Ye-a realized that at some point, she had become someone who couldn't die.

Why? Why can't I die? Why am I unable to die?

No, don't do this. I want to die quickly and go to Hui-hyeon's side.

Baek Ye-a repeatedly harmed her neck, but despaired as she watched the wounds heal each time.

Baek Ye-a cannot die.

Dying is somehow impossible.

No, no, no, no.

Hui-hyeon took everything from me so easily.

So don't stop me from following Hui-hyeon.

No, no, I said no.

No matter what she tried, Baek Ye-a couldn't die.

Baek Ye-a had destroyed the Unkillable.

In the process, the energy that had seeped into her body had made Baek Ye-a immortal.

But Baek Ye-a, who had no way of knowing this at this point, thought she was cursed.

"No, please, I, I need to see Hui-hyeon..."

The clothes she had dressed up in so nicely were stained with blood, but Baek Ye-a stood there perfectly fine as if nothing had happened.

Looking ahead, she saw Lee Hui-hyeon's smiling photograph.

"Hui-hyeon, I..."

Baek Ye-a couldn't say anything.

Time passed again.

The whole world repeatedly turned white and then melted away.

Baek Ye-a still visited the grave.

One day, people from the Jeon Clan and Jin Clan suddenly came, claiming Baek Ye-a was a criminal.

They were annoying, so she killed them all.

The Jeon Clan and Jin Clan were no longer groups that Baek Ye-a needed to fear.

More time passed.

Baek Ye-a jumped from a high place.

It hurt like she was dying, but she didn't die.

Baek Ye-a survived again.

One day, thinking that draining all the blood from her body might kill her, she put it into action.

Again, Baek Ye-a didn't die and woke up in the bathtub feeling only slightly cold.

Baek Ye-a poured oil on her body and set herself on fire.

She was just charred black, but Baek Ye-a didn't die.

The pain continued, but Baek Ye-a couldn't die.

How much time passed like that?

Baek Ye-a felt someone near her.

Is it another assassin sent by the Jeon or Jin Clan?

Already knowing from past attempts that assassins couldn't kill her, Baek Ye-a approached the darkness.

"Who's there?"

Drawing her sword, Baek Ye-a approached, and the darkness soon took form.

"You..."

"You who could only kill me with the help of the Destroyer. Are you still wandering in search of death?"

The being that appeared before Baek Ye-a was the immortal yokai who couldn't die.

The Unkillable.

"Hui-hyeon and I definitely killed you. How are you alive?"

At Baek Ye-a's question, the Unkillable laughed softly from the darkness and said:

"I am called by the era and humans. I am merely a mass of power. Therefore, when you desire me, I appear. And now, it is simply time."

The Unkillable soon took form from the darkness and appeared before Baek Ye-a.

The changed form of the Unkillable looked like Baek Ye-a.

"My coming before you is also simply because the time has come."

The Unkillable, the Unkillable.
The immortal Unkillable.
The demon shall attain enlightenment.
What cannot be destroyed from the outside must be eaten from within.
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The Unkillable. The Unkillable.

The immortal Unkillable.

The Unkillable that appears when humans call its name out of need.

Created long ago at the call of those who served the gods, this time it responds to the call of a loner.

The Unkillable. The Unkillable.

The immortal Unkillable.

But demons shall attain enlightenment.

What cannot be destroyed from the outside must be eaten away from within.

<>

Baek Ye-a stared at the Unkillable before her with trembling eyes.

Though weaker and more diminished than in its prime, it still possessed a formidable power that seemed capable of accomplishing "something."

Although it had been killed once by Baek Ye-a and Lee Hui-hyeon, the fact that it had revived seemed to prove the Unkillable's power.

After hesitating briefly, Baek Ye-a asked the Unkillable, "So, what can you do? Can you bring back the dead?"

"I cannot resurrect the dead. When humans die, they are merely meat. Reviving meat is impossible even for the gods of the distant past. Besides, isn't Lee Hui-hyeon already decaying?"

Hearing the Unkillable's words, Baek Ye-a's eyes grew cold.

"Then you're of no use to me. I'll destroy you again. This time forever..."

"However."

The Unkillable cut off Baek Ye-a's words, the corners of its mouth curling upward.

"I can turn back time."

At the Unkillable's claim that it could turn back time, Baek Ye-a thought of "regression."

"Regression? Are you saying you can make me regress?"

At Baek Ye-a's question, the Unkillable tilted its head and said, "Is that what you call it? Well, if that's easier for you, I'll call it that too. Yes, I am offering you regression."

Hearing the Unkillable's words, Baek Ye-a felt her chest fill with excitement.

I can meet Hui-hyeon again.

This time, I won't do something stupid like rejecting Hui-hyeon. I can build a good relationship with him from the start.

This time, I won't have to send him off like that!

But at the same time, Baek Ye-a felt worried.

If I accept the Unkillable's offer...

What price will I have to pay?

"Nothing."

The Unkillable looked at Baek Ye-a with gold eyes rimmed in red and spoke.

"Nothing?"

"Yes, I ask nothing of you. So what will you do? Don't you want to meet the Enlightened One again? Will you accept the deal or not?"

Baek Ye-a doubted the credibility of the Unkillable's words.

Could she believe that it wanted nothing from her?

But Baek Ye-a already had no choice.

The possibility of meeting Lee Hui-hyeon again was more important than anything else.

"I accept the deal. Make me regress right now."

Baek Ye-a answered without hesitation after hearing the Unkillable's words.

"Good. The deal is made. But I have a few things to tell you."

"What are they?"

"First, you won't be the only one to regress. The Enlightened One is bound by powerful fate. You too are bound by the fate of the Enlightened One. Therefore, the Enlightened One will regress with you."

Hearing the Unkillable's words, Baek Ye-a felt her chest fill with excitement.

Then she wouldn't need to build their relationship from scratch.

They could meet again and fulfill the promise she couldn't keep.

But the Unkillable dampened Baek Ye-a's joy with its next words.

"However, you might not be able to participate in the process."

"What does that mean?"

"I'm talking about the possibility of failure."

"Speak clearly before I kill you."

At Baek Ye-a's words, the Unkillable made a circle with its thumb and index finger, looked at Baek Ye-a, and said:

"Your soul has become too bloated from absorbing my energy. Even if I send you back to the past, I don't know if you can follow along intact."

"What do you mean I absorbed your energy?"

"Exactly what I said. You killed me last time and were covered in my blood. Therefore, you are no different from another me. Did you think all your countless failed suicide attempts were merely a curse?"

Hearing the Unkillable's words, Baek Ye-a recalled all her failed suicide attempts.

So all her suicide attempts failed because she had killed the Unkillable?

"Then what should I do? How can I make a complete regression?"

"It's simple. You need to become half."

Baek Ye-a frowned at the Unkillable's words.

Become half? What on earth was it talking about?

"Explain in detail."

"Cut away the parts of you that are unnecessary and cause you pain. So you can be whole as yourself."

"How can I cut myself away?"

Looking at Baek Ye-a, who seemed ready to cut herself without hesitation, the Unkillable smiled meaningfully and said:

"You don't need to do anything."

"I don't need to do anything?"

"Just entrust your body to me when the regression begins. I'll cut away the most useless, most inferior parts of you and handle the regression."

Baek Ye-a should have been suspicious at this point, but already numb with thoughts of seeing Lee Hui-hyeon again, she answered without any doubt:

"Fine. Do it. But if you try anything strange..."

"I will fulfill the contract with certainty. In whatever form. And there's one more thing."

"Tell me."

"Even if the Enlightened One regresses, you won't remember what happened before for a while."

"What? Then there's no point in regressing!"

Baek Ye-a responded angrily to the Unkillable's words, but it continued with a calm expression:

"Wasn't your original purpose to save the Enlightened One? Yet now you've changed your mind again."

Baek Ye-a froze.

"...So will I eventually be able to remember Hui-hyeon again?"

The Unkillable nodded at Baek Ye-a's question and said:

"Indeed. You will certainly remember the Enlightened One someday."

"...Alright, that's enough. I was momentarily blinded by the thought of not having to rebuild our relationship. Just knowing Hui-hyeon is alive is enough to make me happy."

The Unkillable smiled enigmatically at Baek Ye-a's response and said:

"It will be as you wish, Baek Ye-a."

"So how do we start the regression?"

"Take my hand. That's all."

Baek Ye-a extended her hand to the Unkillable, and the moment their hands touched, she felt a terrible pain engulf her entire body.

Through that pain, Baek Ye-a made a resolution.

In her next life, she would be a heroine solely for him, not for the protagonist.

As Baek Ye-a's body was enveloped in darkness, she heard a voice from around her.

It was the low voice of the Unkillable, the same one she had heard when she experienced defeat before.

"But Baek Ye-a, do you know?"

Through the pain, the Unkillable's voice reached her faintly.

"Half of you will be torn away. Where do you think that half will go?"

It doesn't matter anymore. Just send me to the past so I can meet Hui-hyeon.

"Of course it will be so. I do not break my promises."

Various things were torn from Baek Ye-a's body.

All the things that had made Baek Ye-a rise to the pinnacle of Exorcists in this life.

Power, knowledge, experience—all flowed out of Baek Ye-a's body.

As those torn fragments became one with the Unkillable, its appearance gradually transformed into the complete image of Baek Ye-a.

Watching this scene, Baek Ye-a began her regression.

A long, long regression that would continue for what seemed like eternity.

Thinking of Hui-hyeon whom she would meet again, to change everything.

"So what exactly is this?"

I glared at the other me standing before me.

Unlike before, this other me appeared as something incomprehensible.

Clearly, my previous self had lost many things.

And all those "lost things" had become one with the Unkillable.

Then what exactly was this "thing" standing before me?

"Don't make such an expression. Even though I'm me, it hurts."

The other me... no, this incomprehensible thing approached me.

"Baek Ye-a. I've been fighting a very long battle. While you were building a relationship with Hui-hyeon through repeated regressions without memories, I had to fight for control against the Unkillable."

The words of my other self continued:

"The Unkillable seemed to want to take my power, but even it didn't know. It didn't know how intense my love for Hui-hyeon was. The stupid Unkillable knew nothing."

"So are you the Unkillable or me? Or something that is neither?"

"Of course I am you, Baek Ye-a. We are one and two."

Something that was neither me nor the Unkillable spoke.

"That's why we must become one, Baek Ye-a. It's for Hui-hyeon's sake."
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I truly felt threatened the moment I realized that what stood before me was some kind of fusion between my torn-away half and the Unkillable.

It kept saying we should become one, but what would happen if I really became one with this something that looked like me? Would my existence completely disappear from this world? Or would I continue living as something that looked like me, committing countless sins against Hui-hyeon and the world?

That's what I feared.

"If you're a being that has become one with the Unkillable, then what is the Unkillable in the current world?"

The thing before me was no longer something I should become one with. Even if it took time, I needed to stall until someone rescued me from the outside.

Though my question was meant to buy time, the something with my appearance smiled and answered.

"It's simple, Baek Ye-a. That one is also the Unkillable. The difference is that while I am you, that one is not. It's clearly different. But don't worry. I'll eat it and get rid of it soon."

Then the something with my appearance approached me leisurely.

"And you'll become one with me, achieve a happy ending by being with Hui-hyeon forever. It's a very simple matter, Baek Ye-a. If you put aside your momentary resistance, you and I can become the best partners."

I imagined becoming one with this thing that had my appearance.

Me treating human lives as worthless, using this world as my playground, doing whatever I wanted, and forcing such scenes on Hui-hyeon as if they were normal.

So I sarcastically said to the something with my appearance:

"Best partners? More like the worst villains."

"Even if that's true, so what? In the end, you'll be with Hui-hyeon forever."

The something with my appearance spoke as if being with Hui-hyeon made whatever we became irrelevant.

But, still.

Is that really what Hui-hyeon would want?

No, if no one else, Hui-hyeon wouldn't want that.

No matter what lines he's crossed, Hui-hyeon is ultimately someone who fights to save the world.

Neither the something with my appearance nor I could condone using this world as a playground and destroying it as we pleased.

So I said to the something with my appearance:

"Let me tell you something. I love Hui-hyeon."

"I know."

"And I don't want to do anything Hui-hyeon wouldn't want."

"That's what we call weakness. Do you know how much that weakness has hurt Hui-hyeon until now?"

"...This isn't weakness, it's conscience. It was absolutely necessary. For Hui-hyeon's own sake too."

"Don't you think such human traits hold everyone back?"

"No. Someone has to say these things."

"I see. So you have no intention of becoming one with me?"

"Absolutely not."

At my firm refusal, the something with my appearance wore a bitter expression.

"Fine, you're forcing me to do this by force."

The white space now began to gradually turn black.

As if trying to erode my mental space.

"My other self. In the end, we will become one. No matter how much you try to stall, it's useless."

There was no visible escape route anywhere.

<>

"Ye-a!"

Before Lee Hui-hyeon could finish calling her name, "Baek Ye-a" who had thrust fingers into Baek Ye-a's head, spread a large, wide dark curtain around them.

It was an ability stolen from Ohwal.

Lee Hui-hyeon unleashed every possible attack, bursting crimson energy currents toward the curtain, but ultimately couldn't open it.

Soon, other exorcists arrived one after another.

"What on earth happened?"

When Huye Ji-hyeon, who led the Exorcist Corps at the front, asked Lee Hui-hyeon, he gritted his teeth before answering.

"...Unidentified monster appearance. It brutally killed the exorcists who came earlier, kidnapped Baek Ye-a, and spread this curtain."

"Even your power can't open it?"

At Hui-hyeon's report, Huye Ji-hyeon whispered quietly so only Lee Hui-hyeon could hear, but he shook his head.

"Then there's nothing we can do right now. Exorcist Corps! Create a barrier surrounding this curtain! Inside are an unidentified monster and Baek Ye-a. Consider Baek Ye-a a hostage. We'll eliminate the curtain and rescue Baek Ye-a!"

After finishing, Huye Ji-hyeon looked at Lee Hui-hyeon, but he was glaring at the curtain as if trying to find some way through it.

<>

"...It's a story from the distant past, Baek Ye-a."

The something with my appearance suddenly began telling an old story.

"In the distant past, when the Unkillable had not yet been born, humans considered the Unkillable a theoretical existence. It was like a final god created by the intense desires and prayers of certain living beings."

"..."

"That's why the Divine Palace, driven to the absolute last resort, finally summoned the Unkillable and believed until the very end that it was a god. It's such a ridiculous story. To keep that at the center of their hearts and sincerely believe and follow it."

"...Are you mocking your own believers now?"

"They weren't even believers. Those people didn't truly worship the Unkillable. They just couldn't admit now that the Unkillable wasn't a god. In the end, they couldn't admit to themselves that it was nothing more than a mass of power."

The story from the something with my appearance sounded distant, like listening to an old tale.

"There's one thing I'm curious about."

"What is it?"

"In the end, what was I? Am I Baek Ye-a, or something that stole Baek Ye-a's body? This has been bothering me so much that even though I wanted to acknowledge my love for Hui-hyeon, I just couldn't. Will you tell me, one last time?"

At my question, the something with my appearance burst into laughter and said:

"Does that even matter now? In the end, what Hui-hyeon loves is us."

"It matters to me. Tell me."

At my words, the something with your appearance was silent for a moment before speaking.

"I'll say it again, we are us, Baek Ye-a. No matter how much you try to deny it, we are another version of ourselves."

The words of the something with my appearance still made no sense.

"What I'm saying is that none of that matters. Neither our identity nor our existence."

"I really don't understand anything anymore."

"Don't worry. You don't need to understand."

The something with my appearance spoke as if I just needed to accept it.

Judging by that attitude, even if I asked why I only recovered my memories now, it probably wouldn't answer.

The something with my appearance seemed to be enjoying my confusion.

The surroundings grew darker and darker than before.

What should I do in this situation?

If the thing in front of me brought me here...

Wouldn't it also be maintaining this space?

Rather than sinking into darkness, shouldn't I confront it?

When I glared at the something with my appearance after reaching this conclusion, it grinned.

"Baek Ye-a? So you're going to fight after all?"

"I should have done this from the start. I was too overwhelmed by the situation to think clearly. You're the enemy I need to defeat."

I approached the something with my appearance and said:

"And I really can't become one with you. If that happened, Hui-hyeon would surely be sad."

I drew the Ayong Sword from my imagination and pointed it at the something with my appearance.

Then the something with my appearance sneered and said:

"Baek Ye-a. You can never defeat me. Inferior you and superior me. Haven't you thought that I would win in the end if we fought?"

"There's a saying in the real world. You have to measure to know what's long and what's short. But from what I can see, you're definitely the short one. So stop talking and come at me. I'm going to defeat you and get out of here."

"Fine, good. I wanted to absorb you without injury, but you've chosen this path?"

The something with my appearance drew a sword from inside its arm.

It was an identical Ayong Sword to mine.

The ground around us rumbled as golden threads began to emerge.

"Then let's try to kill each other, Baek Ye-a. I'm really curious if your will can remain even after being cut into pieces."

The something with my appearance said this and sent a flood of threads toward me.

The battle in the mental world unfolded fiercely.

The something with my appearance was familiar with this kind of space, while this was my first time fighting in such a place.

Because of this, golden threads emerged from the ground in gaps I failed to notice, binding my body as the something with my appearance slashed past me.

"Ugh!"

But when I realized this wasn't reality but imagination, my arms grew back from my body.

"You adapt quickly? That's unexpected, my other self. I thought you were just stupid."

Instead of responding to the something with my appearance's trash talk, I focused on slashing at it.

At first glance, the something with my appearance seemed to have an advantage as it could handle this mental world more freely, but I had also come to understand this world to some extent.

The battle in this world isn't really about determining who has more skill.

It's just about whose will is stronger, who refuses to submit. Using force like this is merely an expression of the will not to lose.

In fact, when my resolve weakened, this world turned blacker, and when I made up my mind to fight, it returned to white.

This confirms my theory wasn't wrong.

So I fought fiercely against the something with my appearance with the sole determination not to lose and hand over Hui-hyeon and the world.

Then the something with my appearance smiled and said:

"Looks like you've figured it out to some extent? My other self."

At the something with my appearance's words, I silently pointed my sword.

"But I won after a long struggle for dominance with the Unkillable. Do you really think you can defeat me in this kind of battle? Haven't you considered that you might lose?"

"I have too much at stake, you know. I just can't imagine losing."

"I'll have to cut you into smaller pieces then. I'll make it more painful until you give up on your own."

The half of me that had become one with the Unkillable and the half of me that remained.

The two Ye-as, both one and two, began a fierce fratricidal battle.

Ch.184 - 1. One And Two (5)
"The Destroyer."

Lee Hui-hyeon turned his gaze from the barrier and spoke to the woman standing before him.

"Looks like you made it through safely. Hwayun."

"Yes, didn't you already know that, Destroyer?"

Lee Hui-hyeon responded to Hwayun's question with silent affirmation.

After standing beside Lee Hui-hyeon for a while, Hwayun asked him.

"More importantly, Lee Hui-hyeon, I have something to tell you... but since you seem to already know the situation, I'll skip it. This is Ohwal's barrier. There's no way to break it."

"If I had become more complete, I could have broken it. Even with this sword, I couldn't destroy it."

As Lee Hui-hyeon muttered while gripping his sword tightly, Hwayun said:

"You shouldn't blame yourself, Destroyer. Who could have predicted a situation like this?"

"It's my job to predict and deal with situations like this. First Honwon, and now 'Baek Ye-a'... I'm still pathetic, unable to protect anyone."

After standing beside Lee Hui-hyeon for a while, Hwayun thought for a moment.

If left alone, Baek Ye-a would be finished one way or another.

But Hwayun didn't want to see Lee Hui-hyeon sad anymore, so he opened his mouth toward Lee Hui-hyeon.

"I'd like to hear the details. Those Exorcist fellows don't seem to know much more than I do."

Lee Hui-hyeon explained everything that had happened with 'Baek Ye-a' up until now.

Hwayun nodded and said:

"Destroyer. I have a way."

"A way?"

When Lee Hui-hyeon turned around, Hwayun nodded and said:

"Yes, there's an old saying: what cannot be broken from the outside should be eaten away from within. Shouldn't we do the same this time?"

"Explain in detail."

When Lee Hui-hyeon commanded, Hwayun nodded and said:

"Yes, Destroyer. I would like to suggest the previous method to you."

Hwayun explained his plan to Lee Hui-hyeon.

<>

Something that looks like me chants a spell into its mouth, and I swing my sword against it.

"Ugh!"

Its attacks were overwhelming.

Each strike felt heavy and crushing, making me think that if this battle were happening in reality, I might have been killed instantly.

"Just give up now, Baek Ye-a. I want to become one with you as completely as possible."

Even while saying this, it didn't let up on its attacks.

Its attacks were so similar to mine.

Yes, as if truly trying to prove that we are one.

The only difference is that the thing fighting me is stronger and more lethal.

My arms get cut off, my legs get cut off, and in an instant, my head gets severed, causing my consciousness to fly away and return repeatedly.

For a moment my vision spins, then I regain consciousness, hundreds of times over.

Even after pushing me to my limits, this thing that looked like me kept talking to me as if wanting something from me.

Give up.

It's just a matter of becoming one with me.

Why resist so much when becoming one would make things easier? Such words.

Just when I thought I was catching up, the thing that looked like me would get ahead again.

Just barely within reach, making me think I could catch up.

Fighting like this, I realized.

The thing that looked like me wasn't using its full power yet.

It was waiting for me to give up on my own.

It felt like it was playing with me... no, not quite.

Rather, it felt like it didn't want me to get seriously hurt.

It cut off my leg.

But I endured.

It cut my body in half.

But I endured.

It cut off my head.

But I still didn't die.

In the midst of this chaotic battle, the thing that looked like me stepped back, looked at me, and said:

"I really don't understand, Baek Ye-a. What makes you able to endure like this?"

Even in this mental world, I glared at it from my exhausted state.

Seeing my eyes, it sighed.

"You still don't intend to break."

"After acting so smug earlier, you should at least do this much."

"What are you trying to prove by going this far? This is all meaningless. Becoming one with me is inevitable, Baek Ye-a. Just like how we initially rejected Hui-hyeon but later came to love him—it's inevitable."

It spoke to me as if frustrated.

"No, there's no such thing as inevitability in this world. There are only causes that lead to results. And I can endure long enough to reverse those results."

Hearing my words, it mocked me:

"If you believe that people outside will save you if you hold out like this, I'd suggest you stop right now."

"...What do you mean?"

"Right now, the outside is surrounded by a high barrier that prevents interference with us. It's a power I took after killing Ohwal. Want to check?"

When it snapped its fingers, I opened my eyes with a terrible headache.

I felt arms embracing me and something covering my body.

And what I saw with my eyes was something very deep and dark.

"How about that? You've confirmed it, right? No one can come to save you. No one. Not even Hui-hyeon can break that barrier right now."

Hearing its words, I gritted my teeth.

"...Even so, if you think I'll give up, you're greatly mistaken. I cannot become one with something like you, for the sake of others and Hui-hyeon."

"We'll see about that. Shall I be honest? Your very existence is a nuisance."

It smiled at me and said:

"You always say you'll help Hui-hyeon, that you'll do things for him, but you never actually do anything helpful. Is there even one thing you've done that has truly helped Hui-hyeon?"

"..."

"Think about it carefully, Baek Ye-a. I can give Hui-hyeon everything he needs. Peace, a life together, children. I can give him everything he's been longing for. I can do anything for Hui-hyeon. I'm doing all this because I truly love him."

It pointed at me and said:

"As proof, I'm keeping you alive when I could easily kill you. I initially kept you around as something like Hui-hyeon's pet. Honestly, I'm tired of saying these things. So just accept it now. This is my final offer."

Despite its attempts to persuade me, I felt no emotion.

"That's good. Now I won't have to listen to your tiresome offers anymore. Come at me again. This time, I'll defeat you."

"So you're going to be that way until the end."

With a gesture of its hand, all the golden threads around us rushed toward my body.

"Be pierced through and die mentally forever. The remaining scraps will be forcibly unified, and that will be the end."

As I gritted my teeth and raised my sword to block, a crimson current burst around me, cutting all the surrounding threads.

When I opened my eyes, Hui-hyeon was standing there.

"Sorry I'm late, Ye-a. I'm glad I wasn't too late."

"Hui-hyeon!"

When I called Hui-hyeon's name, the thing in front of me maintained a surprisingly calm expression.

"Yes, you finally came, Hui-hyeon."

"'Baek Ye-a'. Release Ye-a immediately and back off. If you do, I won't pursue you."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, it let out a deep sigh.

After glancing around briefly, it looked back at Hui-hyeon with a slight smile and said:

"Alright. I'll leave for today. Now that you're here, there's no way for me to win. So, see you again? Hui-hyeon, and Baek Ye-a."

It waved lightly at me and then vanished without a trace.

Hui-hyeon sighed and said:

"I'm sorry, Ye-a. I was too late."

"No, Hui-hyeon. But how did you get here? Clearly..."

"I've been in your mental world before, remember? I came through the path I opened then, with Hwayun's help."

"Really? That's such a relief. If you hadn't come, I would have been done for by now."

At my honest words, Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"I just heard from Hwayun. The barrier outside is breaking. Let's return to reality for now."

I nodded and firmly grasped Hui-hyeon's hand.

When I returned to reality, I was lying on the cold grass.

And as that thing had warned, I felt a terrible pain in my head.

Thanks to the decision to rest first and hear the details later, I was able to return home with Hui-hyeon's support.

As soon as we arrived home, I said to Hui-hyeon:

"The other me wasn't really another me, Hui-hyeon."

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon asked with a puzzled expression:

"What do you mean all of a sudden? Can you explain step by step?"

"The other me... what we thought was another Baek Ye-a was actually the Unkillable."

I explained everything to Hui-hyeon.

It was indeed me split in half, but the Unkillable was the main entity, wanting to become one with me to become complete, and it considered itself to be Baek Ye-a.

Hui-hyeon listened to my explanation seriously from beginning to end.

"I see, so that's how it is."

After hearing me out, Hui-hyeon slowly nodded and said:

"It will come after us one way or another soon. We should be careful for a while. Let's set up a secret code between us."

"Yes, and I have something else to say."

"What is it?"

"Hui-hyeon. You killed Jeon In-hwa, didn't you?"

Hearing my question, Hui-hyeon nodded and said:

"...Yes."

"Why?"

After hesitating for a moment, Hui-hyeon answered:

"Because I had to."

Hui-hyeon spoke to me as if condensing many words into one.

I looked at him for a moment before speaking:

"Actually, Hui-hyeon, I think you had a good reason."

Hui-hyeon silently looked at me after hearing my words.

"I'll support whatever you do from now on. So, please don't hide things from me anymore, okay? Whatever you do, I'll be your accomplice..."

After hearing me, Hui-hyeon looked away for a moment, then looked back at me and said:

"Okay. I'll do that."

"Really?"

"Yes."

"Good, that's all I needed. And about your living arrangements, Hui-hyeon."

"Yes?"

"Would you... like to move into my house?"

Ch.185 - 1. The Interwar Period (1)
I shall proclaim my sins to the world, but may Heaven not reveal them.

I shall bear the burden of my sins, but may Heaven not question them.

I ask for only one thing: may Heaven not take him from me.

<>

"..."

In the darkness, "Baek Ye-a" opened her eyes.

Though she ultimately had to leave Baek Ye-a behind, "Baek Ye-a" thought she had achieved some results from this visit to the human world.

She had confirmed the unbridgeable difference of opinion with Baek Ye-a and the fact that Lee Hui-hyeon could intrude into the mental realm at any time.

Nevertheless, she couldn't shake the unsettling, dirty feeling.

Why would Hui-hyeon prefer someone like Baek Ye-a over a perfect being like herself?

Why would Hui-hyeon prefer someone like Baek Ye-a over a complete being like herself?

"...How unpleasant."

I am omnipotent and can do anything Hui-hyeon wants.

The moment when I can end everything is just within reach.

Yet for some reason, Hui-hyeon is obsessed with the incomplete, foolish, stupid Baek Ye-a.

Even though I, who am perfect, am right beside him.

"My Lord, have you awakened?"

While "Baek Ye-a" was feeling displeased, an unlucky servant approached me.

-Thwack!

After casually erasing the servant's head with a swing of her hand, "Baek Ye-a" spoke to another servant who was trembling in fear at the sudden situation.

"Clean it up."

As the servant dragged away the corpse of the other servant, "Baek Ye-a" stared at the remaining bloodstains and thought that the next time she met Baek Ye-a, she would just kill and absorb her.

Even if Hui-hyeon would be heartbroken, it would be fine as long as the more perfect version of me was by his side.

"U-ryeok, come forth."

"My Lord, you called?"

At "Baek Ye-a's" call, U-ryeok knelt before her.

"Soon, I'll go to absorb the Unkillable. Are the preparations to eliminate the seals complete?"

"Of course, my Lord. Everyone is waiting for your command."

"Good. Then I shall descend with you."

Strike Myeongju using the great army of demons, and use that chaos to destroy the seals.

"Baek Ye-a's" plan was just beginning.

<>

I'm not really sure why I suddenly decided to live with Hui-hyeon.

Is it because I'm lonely with no one around? Or because I just want to be with someone, anyone?

...No, let me be honest with myself now.

I simply want to be with him because he's Hui-hyeon.

While fighting against that something that looked like me—which I had mistaken for another version of myself—I finally realized my feelings for Hui-hyeon.

I love Hui-hyeon.

From the moment I realized my feelings, I loved him so much that I couldn't help myself.

Now I don't want to be apart from him.

So when I proposed living together, Hui-hyeon thought for a moment and then said to me:

"Are you sure that would be okay?"

"What?"

"You know... in various ways."

I think I understood what Hui-hyeon was worried about.

He was probably concerned about my position as still belonging to the Baek Clan, and whether it would be appropriate for students to live together when things weren't properly settled yet.

But what does that matter?

Should I give up living with Hui-hyeon because of what others might think?

Why should I?

So I casually said to Hui-hyeon:

"So? What about it? Does it matter? I want to live with you."

Perhaps because I'd been acting strangely assertive since returning from the mental realm, Hui-hyeon looked visibly flustered.

But I had already made up my mind.

Hui-hyeon probably doesn't dislike the idea of living together.

If he really disliked it, he would have firmly refused or wouldn't have lived with me in my previous life. That's the kind of person he is.

Since Hui-hyeon was only concerned for my sake, all I needed to do was be firm in my decision.

"Do you even have a place to go after leaving the dormitory?"

"I had arranged a boarding house..."

"No, you don't. So we're living together, right?"

I can't hear you, I can't hear you. Blah blah blah.

As I kept pushing Hui-hyeon, he finally nodded as if giving in.

"Alright. We'll do that then."

"Great, let's go look at furniture tomorrow."

"Furniture?"

"If we're going to live in my house, we need furniture, don't we?"

"Right, that's true."

Hui-hyeon nodded in agreement.

"Then I should look into what I can afford with the money I've saved."

"Just so you know, I'll be buying the furniture, so keep that in mind."

I had no interest in making someone else spend their hard-earned money after being the one to suggest living together.

Hearing this, Hui-hyeon responded in surprise:

"What? No, that's not happening. I have the support funds you've given me until now, so with this..."

"I don't care. Anyway, we're going furniture shopping right after the inquiry tomorrow, okay? Got it?"

"But..."

"Got it?"

As I insisted, Hui-hyeon reluctantly nodded and said:

"Okay..."

The inquiry ended unexpectedly quickly.

They seemed concerned that the barrier around the Divine Sandalwood Tree was weakening, given the continuous appearance of monsters nearby, but that was simply because the monster that had appeared was a high-level one.

Still, they didn't hold back on advising that the protection of the Unkillable's seals should be strengthened.

Afterward, I went with Hui-hyeon to a furniture store.

"How about this one, Hui-hyeon?"

When I asked, Hui-hyeon ran his hand over the furniture and said:

"It's nice."

"Is that all you can say? Do you realize you've been saying nothing but 'nice' this whole time?"

"It's really great."

"Geez."

I'm certain that if I told Hui-hyeon to sleep on straw in a stable, he'd say that was nice too.

He's been saying everything is nice for every piece of furniture he touches.

Or maybe it's natural that everything seems nice to Hui-hyeon since I brought him to a high-end furniture store?

When the store owner saw that the Baek Clan successor candidate, who clearly looked wealthy, was asking to see the best items regardless of price, he came out instead of an employee and enthusiastically showed us various pieces.

"Could we see some other furniture as well?"

"Yes, of course. This furniture here is made from wood of the same type as the Divine Sandalwood Tree. If you place it in your room, you'll feel a very refreshing sensation. If the two of you will be using it together, I recommend this bed."

"...?"

Wait, why is the conversation going in that direction? Does he think we're a couple?

Eventually we will be in that kind of relationship, but isn't it too early for that?

While I was thinking about whether I should correct this misunderstanding, Hui-hyeon spoke up:

"No, we're not in that kind of relationship."

"Ah, I see. Since you came to look at furniture together... I apologize for the misunderstanding."

Hmm.

Something doesn't sit right with me.

I glanced at Hui-hyeon.

His expression showed no particular thought.

Right, I've always disliked that expression.

Feeling somewhat defiant, I said to the store owner:

"No, we'll take that one."

"Ye-a?"

"Yes, understood."

The store owner, very professionally, added the furniture to our purchase list without questioning.

Good.

As we followed him to look at the next piece, I said to Hui-hyeon:

"Hui-hyeon, what did you mean by 'we're not in that kind of relationship'?"

"Ah, well. It's true that we're not in that kind of relationship yet, right?"

Hmm, so our Hui-hyeon still says things like that. I see.

Well, what Hui-hyeon said is correct. We're not officially dating yet.

But given our connection from my previous life, should I feel hurt when you draw that line, Hui-hyeon?

"...!"

Hui-hyeon, whose arm I pinched, let out a silent scream and then looked at me as if wronged.

"Hmph."

The store owner turned around to look, but I just pretended nothing had happened.

After finishing our furniture selection, I forcibly took away the check that Hui-hyeon quickly tried to hand over and paid the full amount in cash on the spot.

Perhaps because I paid in cash, we even received a discount right there.

"Thank you very much. We'll deliver the furniture to your home as soon as possible."

The store owner, whose smile stretched from ear to ear, kept bowing as we left.

"Ye-a, isn't this too much?"

Hui-hyeon spoke to me with concern, but I shook my head and said:

"This is barely a drop in the bucket compared to the money I have."

I didn't mention my other assets or real estate, as he would surely be shocked.

This is what you call the cheat of future knowledge.

"So you can trust me completely with things like this."

It's just a sudden curiosity, but would Hui-hyeon prefer a woman who's good at supporting him at home or one who's good at supporting him in his career?

I was just suddenly curious.
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Loss always arrives with the scent of blood.

At least in this world, it always has.

If only I had made a different choice then, if only I had been stronger, if only I had been a better person.

I suppose this combination of countless choices and regrets is what makes me human.

Sometimes I think about wanting to undo these choices.

But everything has already happened, and the bridge behind me has collapsed.

All I can do is move forward.

I opened my eyes in bed and saw Hui-hyeon sitting at the desk, reading something.

Why is Hui-hyeon in my room? I wondered briefly before remembering.

We had agreed to start living together tomorrow, but since it was late, I'd asked him to stay over rather than sending him home.

"Hui-hyeon, why aren't you sleeping?"

I rubbed my eyes as I asked. Hui-hyeon closed his book and turned to look at me.

"Sorry, did I wake you?"

"No, I just woke up naturally."

I got out of bed and approached him.

"So what were you reading?"

"Just a history book."

Hui-hyeon showed me the history book, and I smiled as I spoke.

"I thought you didn't like history much."

"You still remember that?"

"Of course I remember the conversation we had at the café. How could I forget? So what part were you reading?"

"Records of the First Great Human-Demon War. Even though they're fabricated and falsified, I thought there might be something to learn."

"There's nothing to learn from falsified history. In the real world, there's a saying: 'Those who forget history have no future.'"

Since this world didn't really have the concept of ethnicity, I changed the wording to "people."

Hui-hyeon nodded thoughtfully at my words.

"That's a fresh perspective. 'Those who forget history have no future.' Who said that?"

It was the first time Hui-hyeon had shown interest in who said something, so I thought for a moment before answering.

"Well, I think it was Churchill, but some say it was someone else... it's ambiguous."

If we had internet, I could have looked it up right away.

Hearing my response, Hui-hyeon asked with an utterly innocent face:

"Churchill? Does that mean 'seven wives'?"

"Pfft!"

I couldn't help but burst out laughing at his words.

Wait, how did he come to that conclusion? I really hadn't expected that.

After a good laugh, I corrected his misunderstanding.

"No, it's just Churchill. That's the name."

"To proudly go around with a name that means 'seven wives'... I don't understand. Was this a name from a society where outdated bad customs were popular?"

"Pfft!"

Today, Hui-hyeon seemed determined to make me laugh to death.

What made it funnier was that he was being completely serious.

Afterward, I explained to Hui-hyeon about English from the real world and the structure of names in English-speaking cultures. Hui-hyeon, who was naturally intelligent, barely managed to understand.

"So Churchill is just Churchill? Not 'seven wives'?"

At Hui-hyeon's words, I barely managed to hold back another burst of laughter.

"Yes, it's really nothing special. It's just a name."

"I see."

How did we even get here from where we started?

Right, from "those who forget history have no future" to here.

Conversations can go off on tangents so quickly.

"Anyway, there's no need to learn such fabrications. You already know the real history, so learning this stuff is useless."

...Somehow I felt like I'd become a bit of a nag, but Hui-hyeon smiled at my words and said:

"That may be true, but usually in fabricated histories like this, you can often read the intentions of the person who made them up. I'm not just reading to learn, so it's fine."

Like learning from negative examples, I suppose.

Hmm.

"Is that so? Then I have nothing more to say. I'm going back to sleep. You should finish up soon and get some rest too."

"Okay, good night, Ye-a."

I left Hui-hyeon and went back to bed.

If I had known what would happen later, I would have talked with him a bit more.

"What? Ye-a and Hui-hyeon are going to live together starting tomorrow?"

A few days later, when Yu-na returned to the academy, I told her that Hui-hyeon and I would be living together.

"Yes, I decided to live with Hui-hyeon from now on. After he moved out of the dormitory, he had nowhere to go, so I told him he could stay at my place."

I think I heard that Hui-hyeon had found a boarding house, but I'm not sure about that.

Yu-na's face turned red.

"Oh my, oh my, oh my. Look at you."

Yu-na kept repeating "oh my" as she brought her hand to her mouth, then said:

"So did you get permission from your family?"

"Why would I need permission? It's my house, my decision."

Hearing my response, Yu-na looked at me as if I were some strange animal.

Why is she looking at me like that?

"So, so are you dating Hui-hyeon now?"

I was about to answer Yu-na's question casually, but I paused for a moment to think before responding.

"No, I don't think so. Though there's definitely attraction."

Since Hui-hyeon's attitude was still quite ambiguous, I gave a vague answer instead of a definitive one, but Yu-na seemed to see it differently. She clenched her fists and brought them to her cheeks.

"Oh my! So you're letting him live with you without even dating? Oh my, oh my, oh my. So this is what they call a 'modern woman'!"

No, it's not like that. And what's this about a "modern woman" anyway?

It's true that I have feelings for him and don't want to be apart from him, which is why I'm letting him stay at my place, but isn't "modern woman" going a bit too far?

It seems like Yu-na has been heavily influenced by all the gossip that's been spreading around the Human World lately, just like in the real world.

She appears to be a conservative traditionalist, yet she's surprisingly open-minded about these things.

While Yu-na was making a fuss by herself, Hui-hyeon entered the classroom.

I had deliberately arranged for us to arrive at different times to avoid people getting strange ideas about us living together right away.

When Yu-na saw Hui-hyeon, she called out to him.

"Hui-hyeon, come over here for a second!"

"No, why are you dragging Hui-hyeon into this?"

I tried to stop Yu-na, but Hui-hyeon had already heard her.

"What is it?"

"Hui-hyeon, is it true that you're going to live with Ye-a?"

At Yu-na's question, Hui-hyeon looked at me once before nodding and saying:

"Yes, I'm going to live with Ye-a."

"Kyaah!"

Now Yu-na was screaming like a little girl.

"I always thought this day would come someday, but I never imagined it would happen while you were still students! Ye-a and Hui-hyeon really do make such a good coupleeeee!"

Finally, unable to stand it anymore, I grabbed Yu-na's hand.

Crunch, crunch.

"Sigh, Yu-na. I told you to keep it to yourself, but if you make such a fuss, everyone around will find out."

"I'm sorry! I'm sorry! I'm sorry, so please let go of my hand!"

When I released Yu-na's whining hand, she blew on it and said with a smile:

"Still, it's been a while since someone held my hand like that. It feels kind of nostalgic."

Hmm, what's this? Surely Yu-na hasn't developed some strange fetish from all the suffering she's endured?

After that, Yu-na, Hui-hyeon, and I continued our light conversation until Si Eun-mi and the other students arrived.

Since I had always been hoping for days like this deep in my heart, I was able to spend the morning with a joyful mood.

"From now on, we'll refer to the 'Baek Ye-a' on the monster side as 'the fake.'"

At the back of the academy, Lee Hui-hyeon called out Hwayun and told him before starting their conversation.

"Yes, understood, Destroyer. From now on, I will refer to the 'Baek Ye-a' on the monster side as 'the fake.'"

"So what are the fake's movements?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Hwayun covered his right eye with one hand and said:

"For now, my 'Eyes' are being hunted by the fake as soon as they're spotted. So gathering information has become much more difficult than before. However, I did manage to locate the fake one last time."

Upon hearing Hwayun's report, Lee Hui-hyeon let out a light sigh.

"It's fortunate that you managed to locate the fake. Where is it?"

"Beyond Myeongju. In the Red Lands."

Beyond Myeongju, in the Red Lands.

Enemy territory.

With that thought, Lee Hui-hyeon said to Hwayun:

"Restore the 'Eyes' as soon as possible. I think I now understand how the fake moves."

"The fake's movements are unpredictable. As expected of the Destroyer to be able to easily grasp such movements."

"I'll go after the fake myself."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun silently looked at him before speaking.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, that's dangerous."

"No, it's the conclusion I came to after thinking carefully yesterday. This is the way to minimize casualties."

"Why would you step into enemy territory when you could simply wait here and face the enemy as they come? I absolutely cannot allow this."

"Hwayun, this is not a request. I'm informing you."

The moment Hwayun looked into Lee Hui-hyeon's eyes, he realized that no matter what he said, he couldn't stop the Destroyer.

But he couldn't just stop there.

"I absolutely cannot accept this, Destroyer. Why are you going to such lengths for Baek Ye-a? Why?!"

"Because Ye-a is to me what I am to you."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun couldn't say anything.

"Hwayun, I have a favor to ask."

"Destroyer, you need only command, and I will obey."

"No, this isn't something that can be done with a simple command. Protect Ye-a while I'm gone."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun frowned.

"Are you serious about that?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because that way, you won't harm Ye-a while I'm gone."

Then Lee Hui-hyeon looked toward the academy where Baek Ye-a would be and said:

"She'll be angry and resentful that I left without saying anything. Stay by her side and persuade her well."

"I dislike Baek Ye-a."

"I know."

"Yet you're placing such a heavy burden on me and leaving."

"..."

Lee Hui-hyeon silently looked at Hwayun, and Hwayun realized that, as always, it was time to let Lee Hui-hyeon go.

And the next day, Lee Hui-hyeon left Yegak Academy.

Ch.187 - 1. The Interwar Period (3)
The frequency of monster attacks in Myeongju had suddenly increased.

The exorcists stationed there were on high alert as the number of monsters continued to grow.

"Whatever's coming seems to be coming in full force."

When the scarred exorcist spoke, Yeon Ju-young replied.

"I'll request more supplies from the rear and suggest additional personnel."

"Yes, and also transportation for the wounded. Since machines lose power in places like this, request options that don't rely on electricity."

"Wouldn't the rear command handle all that automatically?"

"No, you can't be too careful. Don't assume people are too smart. Consider others as operating at 0.2 or 0.3 of your level. That way, you'll minimize the chance of failure in whatever you do."

At Jin Su-rim's words, Yeon Ju-young smiled slightly and said, "I understand. I'll make sure to inform the rear command properly."

"Ah, and one more thing."

"Yes?"

When Yeon Ju-young stopped and turned to Jin Su-rim, he said, "If possible, ask them to send that person... Lee Hui-hyeon, was it?"

"You mean the hero from the last war? Understood. I'll do that."

As Yeon Ju-young left to organize the supply request list, Jin Su-rim gazed worriedly at the red sky.

A massive storm was approaching.

---

I discovered Hui-hyeon was missing when I went to check on him at the dormitory after he didn't show up at the academy.

There was a letter that seemed to have been left specifically for me, saying he had urgent business to attend to and would be back soon. But anyone with half a brain could tell this letter was a lie.

Obviously, he must have gone looking for the impostor who had taken my appearance.

Just like when we attacked the World-Ending Cult last time.

For a while, I was too dumbfounded to speak.

They say when you're extremely angry or shocked, words fail you—is this what that feels like?

He really left? Seriously?

Without saying anything to me?

"Wow, so I'm being abandoned like this? Me?"

After we went furniture shopping together and had such a pleasant conversation just yesterday, he was secretly planning to abandon me like this.

Leaving without saying a single word to me.

"This won't do. I need to go after Hui-hyeon..."

As I was about to leave Hui-hyeon's dormitory room to prepare, someone entered and closed the door.

It was a man whose gaze toward me didn't seem particularly friendly.

"Who are you?"

As I asked while eyeing the man suspiciously, he sighed lightly and said, "Didn't we meet before, Baek Ye-a? I'm Hwayun."

Revealing his name, Hwayun changed his appearance, turning his eyes red.

Black hair, red eyes, and features that somewhat resembled Hui-hyeon if you looked closely.

"Hwayun? Sorry, I didn't recognize you with your changed appearance. So what brings you here?"

"Please don't address me so familiarly. When you speak to me, maintain a cold tone. I don't wish to become friendly with you."

What's with this guy? Why is he being so unpleasant?

Trying to ignore Hwayun's attitude, I asked, "So what are you doing here? I rarely see you around normally."

"The Enlightened One asked me to protect you. So that's what I'm doing."

Hearing that Hwayun had come at Hui-hyeon's request, I asked, "I see, Hui-hyeon. Did he tell you anything else? He just left me with this letter and disappeared."

When I showed him the letter, Hwayun spoke to me in an even more venomous tone.

"Even if he did, why would I tell you? You just need to stay here quietly until the Enlightened One returns. If you try to leave, I'll stop you, so don't even think about following him."

Though our conversation was brief, I realized something I hadn't noticed before.

Hwayun dislikes me. Intensely.

But why does he dislike me?

It's quite irritating.

"Hey, Hwayun, did I do something to upset you? Why are you talking like that?"

"That's none of your business. I've said everything I needed to say."

With those words, Hwayun opened the door and left.

"Hey, wait a minute!"

I called after Hwayun and immediately opened the door, but he had already vanished.

From the way he spoke, it seemed he had no intention of telling me exactly where Hui-hyeon had gone. Am I supposed to just wait for Hui-hyeon again?

I felt a growing sense of frustration.

Still, unable to just sit around, I reported Hui-hyeon's disappearance to Si Eun-mi, but her response was straightforward.

"Students are exorcists before they are students, so they have freedom of action. Even if he didn't report it, we can't allocate resources to find a single student for something like this."

"Isn't there anything that can be done? I'm really worried as his Team Leader."

"I understand. Given what happened before, it's natural for you to be concerned as his Team Leader. But there's nothing we can do right now."

"...I understand. Thank you."

As I left the faculty office, Jeong Yu-na, who had been waiting outside, asked me, "Ye-a, what happened? What did the teacher say?"

"...She said they can't spare people to search for him even if he left suddenly."

Hearing my words, Yu-na said with a worried expression, "Really? What should we do then? Are you thinking of hiring someone privately to look for him?"

"...No, Hui-hyeon isn't someone who can be found just by hiring people."

I had asked Si Eun-mi for help primarily to utilize Yegak Academy's network, not because I particularly needed manpower.

"Then what about asking Huye Jin for help? She probably wouldn't turn you down given what happened in Seoha Village."

At Yu-na's suggestion, I shook my head and replied, "I already asked her. But she said it would be difficult to help this time. I think I'm still on her bad side because of what happened last time."

"Last time?"

At Yu-na's confused response, I remembered that she was still suffering from amnesia.

"I received help from her for a personal matter before."

"Hmm, it must have been quite serious if it made a successor like Huye Jin hold a grudge."

"Yes, there was quite a commotion with a possessed person."

"A possessed person? Not the one who confessed to me before... You mean someone possessed by a monster?"

I nodded at Yu-na's question and said, "Yes, Huye Jin was a tremendous help back then."

"Well, even without any malicious intent, Ye-a is exactly the type to get targeted by that kind of possessed person. Good thing you got out of it!"

Yu-na spoke as if genuinely relieved.

"Maybe I should go look for him myself."

Hearing my mumble, Yu-na said in alarm, "But Ye-a, you're the first-ever Team Leader of an integrated squad! If you abandon such an important responsibility, who knows what kind of precedent it would set."

"Right, it would go on record that I abandoned my duty because I was obsessed with a man."

But does that even matter?

The only reason I'm in this position in the first place is for Hui-hyeon's sake.

However, Yu-na's next words forced me to hold my tongue.

"That's right, and most importantly, we all depend on you."

"Depend on me?"

At my question, Yu-na continued.

"It's like you were born to lead others, Ye-a. Most people have their own desires, right? But you lead the squad impartially, as if you don't have such things. Do you know how well-respected you are by others?"

What is she talking about suddenly? Me, well-respected?

The reason I seem to have no desires is simply because I'm not particularly interested in the Team Leader position.

And I lead the squad impartially just because I'm using the same mindset I had as a squad leader before.

Could others really see it that way?

"Really?"

"Yes, really! They say people who are truly respected don't realize it themselves, and that's exactly you! Even Huye Jin said that recommending you as Team Leader was the best decision she ever made."

"Is that so?"

"Yes... So, Ye-a, could you please not make that expression like you're about to leave at any moment?"

Yu-na looked at me with an anxious expression.

---

Lee Hui-hyeon sat in a vehicle heading to Ganyangju, gazing out the window.

He remembered traveling to Ganyangju with Baek Ye-a in a vehicle before.

*We made so many unforgettable memories back then.*

After briefly smiling at the recollection, Hui-hyeon soon leaned against the window and closed his eyes.

A long journey awaited him before reaching the Red Lands.

Ch.188 - 1. The Interwar Period (4)
The seal of the Unkillable was guarded by a total of seven Divine Beasts.

In the distant past, seven of the most devoted deities who still sided with humans willingly degraded themselves to become Divine Beasts. They accepted the request of "The Enlightened One" to guard the seal of the Unkillable for humanity's sake.

With their sacrifice, the seal became far more complete, and humans erected monuments to honor the seven Divine Beasts, celebrating their virtue far and wide.

But as time passed, these sealed Divine Beasts transformed from beings worthy of respect to mere existences.

They had always existed, so they would continue to exist. They would guard the seal from the same position forever.

Kindness eventually became taken for granted, and the seals began to fade from memory.

Now, after a long time, they existed under the management of seven families tasked with guarding the seals.

It was a miserable downfall for beings once called gods.

<>

The seal suppressing the Unkillable is sacred. Therefore, it must always be protected.

That's why they, the Su family, had always guarded the seal.

Signs that the Unkillable's seal was beginning to break appeared in the third month of the human calendar year 1000.

"This doesn't feel good."

Su Young-ho, head of the Su family, muttered as he observed the seal becoming increasingly unstable and violent.

The seal was incredibly old.

A thousand years had passed, and its lifespan had diminished considerably.

Decades ago, the Su family's ancestors could still converse with the seal, but now such communication was impossible.

The seal was merely something that was barely alive.

Nevertheless, the seal always had to be protected.

For the peace of the Human World.

"It seems the seal is under greater strain since the Divine Sandalwood Tree's barrier has weakened, Father."

Su Yang-eun, the eldest daughter of the Su family, responded to Young-ho's comment.

Recently, the Human World Council had sent people to examine the seal's condition.

But unlike when the Council visited, the seal was now visibly deteriorating in real time.

Young-ho nodded and said, "Yes, at this point, it's amazing it's holding up at all. Quickly send someone to the Human World Council to report the seal's instability."

"Yes, Father."

As Yang-eun was about to leave to report the seal's deterioration, something rolled in from the darkness.

It was the head of a soldier who had been standing guard outside.

Young-ho immediately drew his sword and shouted into the darkness, "Who goes there! Show yourself at once!"

In response to Young-ho's warning, a woman walked in from the darkness.

Silver-white hair with red-rimmed golden eyes, dressed in white traditional clothing.

The person who emerged from the darkness was none other than "Baek Ye-a."

"So this is where you've been hiding the seal? No wonder I couldn't find it."

"Who are you?"

Ignoring Young-ho's question, "Baek Ye-a" approached the seal.

Young-ho raised his sword to attack "Baek Ye-a," but she didn't make any attempt to dodge. She simply raised her hand and swung it.

Young-ho's lower body collapsed to the ground with a thud, his upper body completely gone.

"Father!"

Yang-eun screamed and charged at "Baek Ye-a" with her sword. In response, "Baek Ye-a" thrust her hand into Yang-eun's neck and pushed straight through.

Blood sprayed from Yang-eun's severed neck, soaking "Baek Ye-a's" clothes.

After dispatching the two as naturally as breathing, "Baek Ye-a" approached the seal and placed her hand on it.

The seal, which had been cowering weakly until then, began to glare at "Baek Ye-a."

"All that time spent has become nothing but wasted effort. How will you face your master in the next world?"

The seal tried to speak, but "Baek Ye-a," showing no interest, simply crushed its head.

Thus, one of the seals bearing the burden of the Unkillable met its eternal death.

Looking down at the residue on her hands, "Baek Ye-a" sensed U-ryeok approaching and kneeling beside her.

"My Lord, we've dealt with all the humans in this area."

"Baek Ye-a" nodded at U-ryeok's words and said, "Good, well done. You never disappoint me."

"Thank you, my Lord."

"But remember, my praise now isn't permission to be satisfied and complacent. It's encouragement to become an even better being. If you get drunk on your current position and cross the line carelessly, you'll suffer so much that you'll envy even the crushed insects on the ground."

"I will always keep that in mind, my Lord."

As U-ryeok bowed his head, "Baek Ye-a" looked around and said, "And someone prepare new clothes. I'll change out of these dirty ones before we head to the next seal."

"Baek Ye-a" said as she emerged from the cave where the seal had been hidden.

The moment the seal was killed, "Baek Ye-a" felt a power awakening within her.

There was no worry about losing control now.

For a very long time, "Baek Ye-a" had fought a fierce battle with the Unkillable for dominance, and in the end, it was "Baek Ye-a" who had completely seized control of the existence.

However, in the process of merging with the Unkillable, "Baek Ye-a" had taken on strong characteristics of the Unkillable.

Therefore, the breaking of this seal was good for "Baek Ye-a" as well.

As she stood looking down at the cave, "Baek Ye-a" sensed an attendant approaching.

"My Lord, I've brought new clothes."

"Leave them there and go."

The attendant bowed deeply to "Baek Ye-a," carefully placed the clothes down, and withdrew.

As "Baek Ye-a" changed into the clothes the attendant had left, she said, "Ah, I almost forgot."

"Baek Ye-a" recalled a certain demon who had made arbitrary judgments during the time when she was trapped in Baek Ye-a's body, and said, "Bring Jeong-hwa."

"Yes, my Lord."

After the attendant's response, a woman was dragged in with both arms held by attendants and forced to kneel before "Baek Ye-a."

Unlike her previously neat and well-groomed appearance, Jeong-hwa was now covered in bruises with dried blood all over her body.

Not daring to raise her head before "Baek Ye-a," Jeong-hwa prostrated herself on the ground as soon as words flowed from "Baek Ye-a's" mouth.

"Jeong-hwa, you know your crime."

"I have committed a sin worthy of death, my Lord."

Looking at Jeong-hwa, "Baek Ye-a" slowly changed her clothes.

With each rustle of fabric, Jeong-hwa felt as if her life was shortening.

After changing completely, "Baek Ye-a" stood before Jeong-hwa and said, "I'm not blaming you for arbitrarily sending troops to aid Honwon. I'm blaming you because you dared to think for yourself."

At "Baek Ye-a's" emotionless words, Jeong-hwa bowed her head even lower.

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I will never think for myself again, please have mercy."

Looking coldly at Jeong-hwa, who was trying to grab her feet and kiss them, "Baek Ye-a" kicked her away and said, "Don't think. Don't make judgments. Don't do anything. My thoughts are your thoughts, my judgments are your judgments, and my actions are your actions. Understand?"

"Yes, yes. I will remember. I will definitely remember from now on, my Lord. Please have mercy. Mercy."

Looking down at Jeong-hwa, who continued to beg for mercy, "Baek Ye-a" soon smiled lightly and said, "I'm glad you understand. Now take this lesson you've learned and do better in your next life."

At "Baek Ye-a's" words, Jeong-hwa, who until just now thought she might live, forgot her situation and hastily raised her head to look at "Baek Ye-a."

"What? My Lord! My Lord! I was wrong! From now on, I will absolutely! Absolutely never think for myself! So please let me li—!"

With a splat, Jeong-hwa's head exploded.

A demon who might have been considered a great demon somewhere if she hadn't been under "Baek Ye-a" met her eternal death.

After looking down at Jeong-hwa, who died like an insect, and seeing the blood splattered on her sleeve, "Baek Ye-a" spoke.

"Someone, clean this up and bring new clothes again. It got dirty again."

"Yes, my Lord."

Following "Baek Ye-a's" orders, attendants came to remove the corpse, and "Baek Ye-a" began changing into new clothes again.

Originally, "Baek Ye-a" didn't particularly care whether her clothes were stained with blood or not.

The reason she cared now was because she wanted to appear as neat as possible when she met Lee Hui-hyeon, who would be coming to find her from somewhere.

Where might Lee Hui-hyeon be now? Would he come before "Baek Ye-a" went to find him?

"Just thinking about meeting you again makes my heart flutter. Don't you feel the same, Hui-hyeon?"

"Baek Ye-a" said with a gentle smile.

Ch.189 - 1. The Interwar Period (5)
Even though Yu-na tried to stop me from leaving by talking about my reputation, I couldn't leave Hui-hyeon alone.

Until now, I've caused Hui-hyeon pain.

I couldn't be with him because I had no memories, and I couldn't give him confidence because I lacked strength.

Yes, Hui-hyeon probably didn't want to leave alone like this either.

Maybe I'm the reason I've been left behind like this.

After staring at the furniture in the room without its owner, I finally made up my mind and prepared my luggage.

I no longer wanted to just wait for Hui-hyeon again.

After finishing my preparations and walking toward the bus stop, I saw someone waiting for me, leaning against a wall at the corner.

It was Hwayun.

"Hwayun? Why are you here?"

At my question, Hwayun looked at me with displeasure, then pushed away from the wall and said:

"Baek Ye-a, didn't I clearly tell you? To wait patiently for the Enlightened One."

Had they said that? Honestly, I hadn't been listening well since all my attention was on Hui-hyeon.

"Sorry, I was completely focused on Hui-hyeon at the time. I wasn't really listening."

Hearing my words, Hwayun let out a small sigh and said:

"Then I'll tell you again. Go back home and just go to bed quietly. I won't allow you to move any further."

"Allow? Who are you to talk about allowing or not allowing anything? Just step aside. I'm going to Hui-hyeon."

At my firm attitude, Hwayun spoke as if annoyed:

"Why is that?"

"What do you mean why?"

"Why won't you listen to the Enlightened One? The Enlightened One left alone with your best interests in mind. Haven't you considered that going after him against his wishes might be a burden?"

"There's no way I'd be a burden. I can be plenty helpful to Hui-hyeon."

Hearing my words, Hwayun snorted lightly and said:

"In what way? Your power is nothing compared to the Enlightened One's. Your resolve is infinitesimally lighter than the Enlightened One's. What do you plan to do by following? Use your precious wealth to help the Enlightened One?"

"If you put it that way, nothing in this world would be helpful to Hui-hyeon."

"That's right. You are not helpful. So..."

"But I can be by his side. Instead of staying behind alone like this."

"You don't understand anything at all."

Hwayun frowned at my words.

"You cannot be with the Enlightened One. The battles the Enlightened One will fight from now on are truly battles of omnipotence. It's not a fight for someone as incomplete as you to get involved in. Accept it. Compared to those two, you're nothing but dust."

"Then how do you compare to those two?"

At my sudden question, Hwayun looked at me as if to say 'what are you talking about?' before responding:

"You're not suggesting you'll defeat me and go, are you?"

"If you keep blocking my way, I'll have no choice."

"Did you even listen to what I said?"

"No."

There was no way I would listen to someone who kept putting me down, calling me dust and whatnot.

In the real world, they call this gaslighting.

And the best way to avoid being gaslighted is to not take those words to heart.

Ye-a.

"You keep saying this and that about me, but the easiest way to settle this is to fight, right? So draw your sword."

As I drew my sword, Hwayun glared at me for a moment before letting out a deep sigh.

"Enlightened One, I've done all I can."

Then, muttering as if speaking to the air, they stepped aside and said:

"Go ahead."

"What? You're not stopping me anymore?"

"I was asked by the Enlightened One to protect you, not to fight you. So I have no choice but to step aside."

Hearing Hwayun's words, I sheathed my Ayong Sword and said:

"You say that, but you're not going to suddenly attack me when I pass by, right?"

"Do I seem that cowardly to you? Hurry and go."

"Alright, I got it. I'll give Hui-hyeon your regards when I see him."

I slipped past Hwayun and ran.

It was time to go meet Hui-hyeon.

<>

Left alone after Baek Ye-a's departure, Hwayun sighed again while watching Ye-a's back as she ran toward the bus stop.

Hwayun, who had been confident in persuading most humans with words, found this first failure quite shocking.

*To think she would be so blindly foolish.*

Are humans who treat this world like a playground always like this?

...But perhaps because of that, Baek Ye-a might be exactly what the Enlightened One needs right now.

As Hwayun turned to leave, someone grabbed their shoulder from behind, startling them.

"...Baek Ye-a? You haven't left yet?"

At Hwayun's question, Baek Ye-a nodded and said:

"I just realized, do you know where Hui-hyeon went? I have no idea where he's gone."

After briefly considering whether to tell her, Hwayun gave up and said:

"The Enlightened One went to the Red Lands beyond Myeongju."

"The Red Lands? He went to such a dangerous place?"

"Because he confirmed that 'Baek Ye-a's' true body is there."

Hearing Hwayun's words, Baek Ye-a nodded and said:

"Thanks for telling me!"

After leaving her thanks, Baek Ye-a turned and ran off.

Watching Baek Ye-a's back as she ran toward the bus stop again, Hwayun brushed off the shoulder she had grabbed and muttered:

"...I still dislike you."

Enough to want to kill you.

<>

As the vehicle continued to rumble toward Ganyangju, Lee Hui-hyeon received a Gasaengi communication from Hwayun.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, Baek Ye-a has started following you after all."

Hearing Hwayun's words, Hui-hyeon sighed lightly and said:

"I see. Thank you for your effort."

Seeing that Hui-hyeon didn't offer any particular reproach beyond thanking them, Hwayun asked curiously:

"You're not going to scold me?"

"I thought Ye-a might follow me no matter what."

Still, Hui-hyeon felt a corner of his heart grow bitter, wishing she had waited somewhere safe.

But since he was the one who left without saying anything first, he couldn't really blame Baek Ye-a for following him.

"Keep watching over Ye-a. Just in case. Understood?"

"...Yes, understood, Enlightened One."

After ending the communication with Hwayun, Hui-hyeon put the Gasaengi back in his pocket.

"I need to finish this quickly before Ye-a catches up."

Hui-hyeon murmured quietly while looking at the red sky outside the window.

<>

As a result of the exorcists—who couldn't foresee the future—concealing news about a yokai breaking seals for the sake of political stability, "Baek Ye-a" was able to break the second seal without much difficulty.

The annihilation of the Yeo family who had been guarding the second seal.

And the subsequent killing of the seal.

"Baek Ye-a," intoxicated by the feeling of omnipotence as power surged through their body again, looked around at the group of followers.

"Good, everything is going smoothly. Those stupid exorcists probably think they just need to protect the remaining seals well, but they don't know. The moment the first seal was broken, they had no future."

"Congratulations, Lord."

"Everything has happened according to your divine plan."

Looking down at subordinates who bowed their heads, not daring to meet "Baek Ye-a's" eyes, "Baek Ye-a" soon smiled and said:

"Now that the second seal has been broken, five seals remain. Is there anyone among you who wishes to step forward and break another seal?"

At "Baek Ye-a's" question, the original followers remained quiet, but some newly subjugated groups spoke up:

"Lord, please entrust this to me. I will definitely succeed."

"No, please entrust it to me. I am the most suitable for this task."

"Baek Ye-a's" expression turned cold as they watched the yokai rising and competing for the job.

"Haa, I see. Even after all that training, there are still those who want to judge, think, and act on their own."

The yokai began to close their mouths one by one after belatedly hearing "Baek Ye-a's" words, but it was already too late.

"Baek Ye-a" turned to the original followers and said:

"Those who just spoke up. Cut off all their heads and kill them."

As soon as "Baek Ye-a's" order was given, the subordinates who had been quiet until then grabbed the yokai who had spoken up and slit their throats.

"Wait... please wait, Lord! I made a mistake...! Aaaaargh!"

As the sounds of several yokai having their throats cut filled the air, "Baek Ye-a" said to their followers:

"I'll say it again. Don't think, don't judge, don't act. No matter what you do, you're bound to mess up. Understand?"

At this, several yokai prostrated themselves before "Baek Ye-a" and said:

"Yes, Lord."

After watching the yokai who had dared to step forward being executed one by one, "Baek Ye-a" ordered an attendant to bring new clothes.

Ch.190 - 1. The Interwar Period (6)
I followed the path with Lee Hui-hyeon, and the human world began to change rapidly.

By the time the Central Exorcist Council received news that some monster had broken the second seal in an instant, "Baek Ye-a" was already attacking the fourth seal. Despite fierce resistance, she crushed it completely.

At Yegak Academy, which Baek Ye-a had left behind, Huye Jin was elected as the new team leader to replace her.

While Huye Jin filled the vacant position of integrated team leader, Baek Ye-a's absence wasn't something that could be easily compensated for.

There was so much work that Huye Jin wondered how Baek Ye-a had managed to handle it all until now.

Baek Ye-na showed no particular reaction to the news of her younger sister's sudden disappearance.

She only wished that her sister would die somewhere, sparing her from having to see her at the next family gathering.

As for Yu Ji-a, even as the human world was rapidly changing, she focused on her training to become an Exorcist while worrying about Baek Ye-a and her friends.

While everyone was spending time in their own ways, Baek Ye-a was walking the road from Ganyangju to Myeongju, and Lee Hui-hyeon had already passed through Myeongju and entered the Red Lands, one step ahead of her.

The time to meet "Baek Ye-a" was not far off.

<>

In truth, this wasn't the first time Lee Hui-hyeon had entered the Red Lands, the territory of monsters, across all his lives.

In some of his earlier lives, Lee Hui-hyeon had entered the Red Lands several times, hoping to prevent disasters before they happened.

What he learned was that everything has its proper order.

After realizing this, he had stopped seeking out the Red Lands, but this time he entered with the sole purpose of killing the impostor and preventing harm from coming to Baek Ye-a.

Moving as directed by the Gasaengi in his hand, Lee Hui-hyeon encountered and killed countless monsters.

This was all too familiar work for him.

"Destroyer, we're not far now. Soon we'll arrive where the fake is."

As Lee Hui-hyeon was passing through terrain that always looked the same, he stopped at Hwayun's words and gazed at the distant mountain.

Soon he would meet "Baek Ye-a."

He would meet the Unkillable who had been mocking him while impersonating Baek Ye-a.

The Unkillable that he had killed many times in previous lives.

He had no doubt that he could kill the Unkillable this time as well.

"What about Ye-a? Where is she now?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Hwayun seemed to check something before answering.

"Baek Ye-a is just passing through Myeongju now."

"Then I can finish this and go back before she arrives."

Lee Hui-hyeon was shaking monster blood off his sword when he suddenly felt a powerful presence approaching him.

"Hwayun."

"Yes, Destroyer."

"We'll talk later. Keep watching over Ye-a."

"Understood, Destroyer."

After Hwayun's connection ended, Lee Hui-hyeon looked at the being that had approached and stopped before him.

"The Unkillable... no, you don't seem to be it. That one didn't give off such a weak presence as yours. So who are you?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, the approaching figure stopped and looked at him.

"Destroyer, Destroyer. Our Destroyer. You've finally come."

The being that had approached Lee Hui-hyeon soon prostrated itself on the ground in reverence.

"Destroyer, everyone else gave up, but I knew you would come. I already knew. I knew and waited. My Destroyer."

Lee Hui-hyeon held his sword cautiously toward the monster bowing to him and said:

"So who are you? I've already asked twice. If you don't reveal your name, I'll cut you down."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's warning, the prostrated figure slightly raised its head.

"Destroyer, I am the one who served by your side, the one who knows in advance. Don't you remember me? I am Ho Yeong-myeong of the Divine Palace."

At the mention of Ho Yeong-myeong, a name passed down in ancient tales as the epitome of beauty, Lee Hui-hyeon asked:

"So why have you appeared before me? Being a monster, you must know what it means to show yourself to me."

"Of course, my Destroyer. I became a monster solely for this moment. I became a monster only to deliver this message. Though I've lost my power to know in advance, I know that my end is near because I've waited with knowledge. Therefore, I wish to offer my final oracle to the Destroyer, so please allow me to speak ahead."

"I allow it. So what is it you want to tell me?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Ho Yeong-myeong raised his head and spoke:

"My Destroyer. One of your precious ones will die, and one will disappear. This will surely happen. My Destroyer, prepare for the calamity in advance."

"Speak clearly. What do you mean one will die and one will disappear? What does that mean?"

Just as Lee Hui-hyeon stepped closer to Ho Yeong-myeong to ask for details, Ho Yeong-myeong began to convulse and shouted:

"Ah, aah. It's coming. Coming coming coming coming coming!"

Along with Ho Yeong-myeong's fit, Lee Hui-hyeon could feel an enormous presence approaching.

Stepping away from Ho Yeong-myeong and taking a stance, Lee Hui-hyeon glared at the empty air where nothing was yet visible.

"Aah, it's here! The undying Unkillable! Mercy! Please mer—!"

With a splat like a tomato being crushed, Ho Yeong-myeong's head exploded.

"Baek Ye-a" appeared, wiping away the fountain of blood that had sprayed from the head.

"I left this mad monster alone thinking it might be amusing, but it was wagging its tail at Hui-hyeon. I should clean up all these monsters pretending to be mad. Don't you think so, Hui-hyeon?"

"Unkillable."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a" put on a seemingly sad expression and said:

"That's too harsh, Hui-hyeon. We finally meet and you call me by that name. Hui-hyeon, don't you recognize me? I'm Ye-a. Your Baek Ye-a."

Glaring at the smiling "Baek Ye-a," Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"Where did all the others go? Why are you alone?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, "Baek Ye-a" put her left hand to her chin and said:

"Hmm? Where do you think they are? Why don't you guess? We used to play riddles together when we lived together, remember?"

At "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon swung his sword.

"Baek Ye-a" easily caught the sword with her fingertips and said:

"Hmm, you seem to have gotten weaker?"

Before Lee Hui-hyeon could react, "Baek Ye-a" slightly pushed his sword away, and that alone was enough to send Lee Hui-hyeon's body flying back.

"There's still hesitation in your sword, Hui-hyeon. See? You still acknowledge me as Ye-a."

The moment "Baek Ye-a" finished speaking, Lee Hui-hyeon infused his sword with a red aura and struck at "Baek Ye-a," to which she smiled and said:

"That's right. That's how you should face me sincerely. Hui-hyeon."

"Baek Ye-a" pulled out something that looked similar to the Ayong Sword from inside her arm.

<>

The atmosphere in Myeongju as I passed through was quite chaotic.

An air of despair from all the deaths, combined with a general unfriendliness toward Exorcists.

I suppose it was natural for a town that began as a place of exile for criminals to be unsympathetic to the Human World Council.

In the end, it was all the karma of their ancestors.

After replenishing food and water in the town, I continued walking. How long had I been walking when I began to sense people surrounding me?

"..."

At first, I thought they might just be other travelers going in the same direction, but the strange heat surrounding me was growing stronger, suggesting otherwise.

Given how openly they were revealing their presence, they probably weren't assassins.

Bandits, perhaps? Or criminals like the sword gangs?

I quietly drew my sword and spoke toward my surroundings.

"Why don't you come out now?"

At my warning, the surroundings went quiet for a moment before a group suddenly burst out from the forest.

"Just as I thought."

I muttered quietly as I raised my sword, cutting off the wrist of the first man who lunged at me with a knife, then grabbed him and stabbed him repeatedly, avoiding vital spots.

Blood splattered around with each stab.

I was being deliberately cruel to prevent the others from rushing me all at once.

Usually, this makes people stop in fear.

And indeed, as I expected, the people stopped advancing.

From their appearance, they all seemed to be starving and poor.

A common sight in Myeongju, where many descendants of criminals lived.

I sighed lightly and said:

"I'm guessing you followed me because I look wealthy and well-dressed?"

No one around answered, unsure of what to do, but in situations like this, it was important to be even more resolute.

So I threw the man toward the people and said:

"Don't just stand there. If anyone wants to die, come to me. I'll oblige."

As I pointed my sword at them, the people exchanged glances before fleeing with the injured man.

At least they have loyalty, taking that dying man with them.

"Phew..."

I had been continuously asking about Hui-hyeon while walking toward the Red Lands, but he remained elusive.

It seemed impossible to meet him.

The chaotic atmosphere in Myeongju only added to this feeling.

"This won't do. I need to find more people to help, even if it's a bit risky..."

As I was thinking about my next course of action, I felt someone watching me from a distance.

Unlike the feeling of being watched by those people earlier, this was a strange sensation, as if urging me to notice.

I turned toward the source of the gaze as if entranced, and saw it standing there.

Something that looked like me. The impostor was standing there.
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# The Battle of the Almighty

If anyone were to witness the battle between Lee Hui-hyeon and "Baek Ye-a," they would find no other words to describe it.

The fight between Lee Hui-hyeon and "Baek Ye-a" was proceeding with incredible intensity.

It was no longer just swords clashing against swords, but energies colliding, canceling each other out, and splitting apart as they continued their exchange of attacks and defenses that transcended normal perception.

When Lee Hui-hyeon swung his sword, the mountain behind "Baek Ye-a" split apart. When "Baek Ye-a" swung her sword, the ground where Lee Hui-hyeon stood cracked open.

Eventually, Lee Hui-hyeon rushed forward, grabbed "Baek Ye-a" by the hair and threw her. Taking advantage of her disrupted posture, he thrust his sword at her, but "Baek Ye-a" instantly caught the blade and pulled Lee Hui-hyeon into an embrace.

"Got you."

Despite being caught, Lee Hui-hyeon's expression remained unchanged as he replied.

"I let you catch me."

He immediately drew a small dagger hidden at his thigh, infused it with a crimson energy flow, and attempted to slash "Baek Ye-a" from stomach to head. But just as the blade reached her neck, "Baek Ye-a" pulled away and retreated.

"So you really can't be killed by the same method twice."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a" smiled and said, "Who are you talking about, Hui-hyeon?"

"You."

Afterward, the two continued their fierce exchange of attacks.

"Baek Ye-a's" neck was half-severed, and Lee Hui-hyeon's face was wounded.

One of "Baek Ye-a's" eyes ruptured, and the tip of Lee Hui-hyeon's ear was cut.

Lee Hui-hyeon grabbed "Baek Ye-a's" arm, turned around, and smashed her body and head with his elbow. He then pierced her chest and tore out her heart, but "Baek Ye-a" smiled as if nothing had happened, recovering from all her injuries.

"You monstrous woman."

"That's not something you should be saying, is it, Hui-hyeon?"

As Lee Hui-hyeon continued exchanging blows with "Baek Ye-a," he became convinced that at this rate, he would lose.

It was obvious who had the advantage between "Baek Ye-a," who could instantly recover from any injury as if nothing had happened, and Lee Hui-hyeon who, no matter how strong, was still human with limits to his recovery.

After a while of fierce combat, both of them withdrew without any prior agreement.

"Baek Ye-a," whose pristine white clothing had somehow become stained bright red, smiled at Lee Hui-hyeon and said, "It seems like you get sharper the more we fight, Hui-hyeon. Or are you gathering your resolve as we fight?"

Lee Hui-hyeon made no response to "Baek Ye-a's" words.

"Baek Ye-a" then spoke with a hint of disappointment, "Hui-hyeon, it's a bit too much to make me talk all by myself."

"You're right, I apologize. The Unkillable. The fake wearing Baek Ye-a's appearance. How long do you plan to deceive me with that shell?"

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, "Baek Ye-a" briefly showed an expression of genuine hurt, but it quickly changed back to a smile.

"How can I convince you that I'm not the Unkillable but your Ye-a? What would make you believe that I'm Ye-a?"

"Die. Then I'll believe you're Ye-a."

After finishing his words, Lee Hui-hyeon immediately raised his sword and attacked "Baek Ye-a," but she easily caught his blade with both hands.

Blood began to flow down the blade from "Baek Ye-a's" hands.

"Hui-hyeon. You haven't rested enough yet. If you want to fight properly like before, you need to rest more."

Lee Hui-hyeon frowned at "Baek Ye-a's" words. So she knew after all.

When Lee Hui-hyeon pulled his sword back, "Baek Ye-a's" fingers, cut by the blade, fell to the ground.

"Yes, that's right. You should stay proud and dignified like that without breaking. Right?"

But when "Baek Ye-a" raised her hands, they were completely intact as if nothing had happened.

Finally, Lee Hui-hyeon gave up on continuing to attack "Baek Ye-a" and said, "Let me ask you one thing."

"Sure, anything."

"If you really are Ye-a, why are you trying to destroy the Human World?"

To Lee Hui-hyeon's question, "Baek Ye-a" smiled gently and replied, "Didn't I tell you last time? It's for us."

"Baek Ye-a" spoke as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"Compared to us, this world is nothing, Hui-hyeon. I've realized it. The only truth in this world is you. Everything else is just a 'character.'"

"Baek Ye-a" looked at Ho Yeong-myeong's headless corpse and continued.

"You know what, Hui-hyeon? In my eyes, all humans look the same. They're no different from that corpse lying there. They just exist. Just meaningless lumps of flesh that happen to be alive."

"Baek Ye-a" genuinely tried to make Lee Hui-hyeon understand.

"Baek Ye-a" believed without a doubt that her words were the truth.

Other humans have no value. Only Lee Hui-hyeon is real.

There's no need to think about, judge, or act for anyone other than Lee Hui-hyeon.

After all, doesn't everything exist for the Protagonist of this world, Lee Hui-hyeon, and the Heroine, "Baek Ye-a"?

"So it's only natural that we should be together. As the only two superhumans in this world—the 'Protagonist' and the 'Heroine'—we can have everything this world has to offer, Hui-hyeon."

Listening to "Baek Ye-a's" words, Lee Hui-hyeon suddenly felt there was no more conversation to be had with her.

There was no point in trying to persuade someone who would only continue to spout such madness.

"'Baek Ye-a.'"

Hearing her name called, "Baek Ye-a" responded with a happy expression, "Yes, Hui-hyeon?"

"There's one thing wrong in what you said."

"What is it?"

"You are not the 'Heroine.'"

With that, Lee Hui-hyeon swung his sword, severing "Baek Ye-a's" head.

---

"I really don't understand."

The fake with my face suddenly said those words to me.

"I really, really don't understand. Why does Hui-hyeon like someone like you? When there's someone as perfect as me. Why?"

The fake with my face muttered to herself before addressing me.

"Baek Ye-a, do you know? Why Hui-hyeon loves you?"

"Well, even if I knew, I wouldn't want to tell you."

I spoke mockingly to the fake with my face, but she seemed rather unaffected.

"Is that so?"

The moment she finished speaking, I felt something kick me in the stomach.

After being knocked down by the sudden attack, I barely managed to gather myself while coughing and gasping for air.

Then she grabbed me by the hair and slammed my face into the ground again.

"Baek Ye-a, Baek Ye-a, Baek Ye-a, Baek Ye-a, another me. A split aspect of myself, Hui-hyeon's pet. Is the me here now real or fake?"

"Aagh!"

"Hui-hyeon only ever looks for you. He only calls your name. Ye-a. Ye-a. Ye-a. Ye-a. In all of that, my name has never once been properly called."

My face was being ground into the floor as she held my hair.

"Yet you're so arrogant and full of confidence. Someone like you is nothing."

"Aaaagh!"

"Baek Ye-a. From now on, I'm going to play with you, tear you to shreds, and absorb you. It must be because I'm not complete that Hui-hyeon keeps his distance from me. If I become complete, Hui-hyeon will love me again...!"

The fake reached out and thrust her hand into my body.

---

After beheading "Baek Ye-a," Lee Hui-hyeon shook the blood off his sword and looked around.

Lee Hui-hyeon had definitely severed "Baek Ye-a's" head.

And he confirmed both that she was no longer regenerating and that the "Baek Ye-a" he had beheaded was the main body.

Yet despite this, Lee Hui-hyeon couldn't shake an uneasy feeling.

It seemed impossible that "Baek Ye-a," who had regenerated even after having her heart torn out, would die like this.

As Lee Hui-hyeon remained vigilant even after beheading "Baek Ye-a," he heard her voice from behind him.

"...No, I am the 'Heroine.' Even if you deny it, that's what I've already become."

When Lee Hui-hyeon turned around, "Baek Ye-a," whose head should have been severed, was standing behind him, still wearing her blood-red clothes.

"I'm sure I cut your head off properly. How are you still alive?"

"It seems that since breaking the third seal, or was it the fourth, the concept of a main body no longer matters. There are things even you don't know, Hui-hyeon."

As "Baek Ye-a" spoke, tears of blood flowed from her eyes.

"Hui-hyeon. What you just said really hurt me. I had thought deep down that you cared a lot about me. To think you would deny me like that. My heart truly aches."

"I'm starting to wonder if there's even a way to kill you anymore."

In response to Lee Hui-hyeon's honest words, "Baek Ye-a" was about to say something, but Lee Hui-hyeon adjusted his grip on his sword and said, "Then I'll cut you into pieces so small you won't be able to come back."

"You're saying the same things I would. We really are meant for each other, aren't we?"

Without a word, Lee Hui-hyeon swung his sword at "Baek Ye-a."
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I have to endure. I have to hold on.

I gritted my teeth and began struggling desperately to break free from the impostor.

As I gradually pushed against its body, the fake version of myself couldn't easily tear into my insides.

But at this rate, I was still going to die.

"Aaaaargh!"

Not being someone resigned to death without a fight, I screamed with all my might and managed to push away the impostor that had taken my form.

"Hmm."

The fake, now forced away from me, looked at me with slight surprise.

"So in the end, you're just another version of me. Though that doesn't change the outcome."

The impostor spoke while launching another attack.

I drew my sword and countered its assault.

My opponent was a fake with the same "Eyes" as mine.

It might even possess abilities I've lost knowledge of.

Perhaps the "Status Window" ability I've lost is still intact for this impostor.

The fake that looked like me drew a sword from inside its arm and brought it down.

"Ugh!"

The strike sent a numbing sensation through my arm, making me groan involuntarily.

If I continued meeting blade with blade, the accumulated impact would become unbearable.

So I focused on dodging attacks rather than blocking them.

"Scurrying around like a little mouse? Planning to just keep running away? My other self."

Regardless of the impostor's taunts, I adjusted my grip on my sword and looked for openings in its attacks.

An opportunity presented itself rather easily.

Now's my chance.

As I moved in closer to attack the fake, it flashed a grin.

Could it have deliberately created an opening...?

"You're so naive. My other self."

The impostor's punch connected, and my legs suddenly gave out, forcing me to my knees.

No matter how hard I tried to stand, my weakened legs wouldn't respond.

Is this how I die? Is this the end for me?

As a shadow gradually loomed over me, something happened.

"Stupid Baek Ye-a. Unable to handle a single vessel like this and whimpering pathetically. You've truly become garbage."

A beautiful girl with black hair and red eyes suddenly rushed forward and kicked the impostor, sending it flying.

"Hwayun?"

"Yes, it's Hwayun. But this isn't the time for casual greetings. Not that we're on such terms anyway."

"Did you come to help me?"

"Watching you fight was like seeing a truly pathetic third-rate exorcist. If I let you die like this, I couldn't face the Destroyer. If you had fought better, I wouldn't have needed to step in."

Hwayun kept adding complaints and grumbling.

This bastard. I'm grateful for the help, but they're really annoying.

Looking toward the impostor, I saw it staring back with a cold expression.

"You, what's your deal? Why are you interfering?"

"Would you prefer I call it 'meddling' instead? Come to think of it, you're also Baek Ye-a. This will be satisfying to kill."

The fake thrust out its hand to attack Hwayun, but she easily caught it and executed a perfect throw.

"A combat technique from ancient times, when humans had not yet awakened as exorcists. Thrilling, isn't it?"

After the throw, Hwayun quickly retreated and then drove her knee into the impostor's head as it tried to rise.

But as if it had been waiting for the attack, the fake grabbed Hwayun even as its head was being struck and said:

"Yes, this technique. I know it too. But you know what, Hwayun? Humans only used techniques because they lacked strength. Don't you have the brains to understand why these combat techniques disappeared once humans awakened as exorcists?"

The fake stood up while holding Hwayun and threw her.

Now's my chance.

I didn't miss the opening created while the impostor was throwing Hwayun and launched my attack.

With my sword deeply embedded in its body, the fake glanced down at me and tried to strike me with its elbow.

Hwayun rushed in and kicked away the impostor's attack.

"Baek Ye-a, don't interfere. You're a nuisance."

After saying that, Hwayun immediately executed a spinning kick to the fake's head, followed by a Muay Thai-like teep kick that pushed the impostor back.

She then rushed forward, grabbed the fake's head, and smashed it with her knee, causing the impostor's head to cave in as it fell backward.

"Fake, you said earlier that techniques are used because of insufficient strength? That's correct. However, when sufficient strength is combined with technique, I can easily overcome someone like you who relies on strength alone."

"Acting... so smug..."

The fake clutched its dented head and struggled to stand, but I didn't allow it. I rushed forward and struck its head with my sword.

The impostor's body staggered, now without its master, and collapsed.

"...Thanks again for helping me, Hwayun."

I expressed my gratitude, but Hwayun was examining the impostor's corpse.

"I suspected as much, and it seems I was right."

"About what?"

In response to my question, Hwayun pointed at the fake's body and said:

"Baek Ye-a. This isn't a vessel."

"What? Are you saying it's the original?"

Hwayun shook her head at my question.

"That's impossible. If this were the original, we'd all be dead already. Are you incapable of thinking?"

Should I hit them?

I briefly imagined the satisfaction of striking Hwayun's head, but remembering how they fought earlier, I automatically became good at anger management.

No need to get angry. Hmm.

"Then what exactly is this supposed to be?"

"It's just a lowly yokai."

At the words "lowly yokai," I thought for a moment before saying:

"You're lying."

"I'm not lying."

"So I was losing that badly to a mere lowly yokai?"

"Rest assured. The power was real."

"It was real?"

"Yes, and that's precisely what I can't understand. How could a lowly yokai take on Baek Ye-a's appearance and wield such tremendous power?"

At Hwayun's words, I fell into deep thought.

I wasn't sure if it would be meaningful in this twisted reality where the situation had been distorted, but I needed to compare it with the game scenario after a long time.

Was there a similar situation in the game?

If so, what situation would be equivalent to the current one?

Then I remembered a certain variable event that I had forgotten about.

As the realization hit me, I immediately asked Hwayun:

"Hwayun, have you heard any news from the Human World?"

"News such as?"

"For example, if more seals have been broken."

After thinking briefly, Hwayun replied:

"Yes, more have been broken. Is this related to what's happening now?"

"This means Hui-hyeon might be in danger."

"The Destroyer in danger? What are you talking about?"

In the game, there was a random event like this.

An event where the Unkillable would immediately attack upon entering Myeongju.

The method to defeat it was special, and the gimmick was so unique that people fighting it would have this misconception:

Am I in a boss battle right now?

Even though all the seals haven't been broken yet?

But after using up items to defeat it, the captured yokai would immediately transform into a low-level yokai, and the rewards would be pathetically small.

I cursed a lot when that happened.

This event would randomly occur when three or four seals were broken.

And now, with a fake that looks like me—the real Unkillable—actively moving around...

There was no rule saying such impostors couldn't be created.

"Let's hurry. While we're standing here, another fake like this might be approaching us somewhere."

It seemed we needed to move more quickly.

<>

The battle between Lee Hui-hyeon and "Baek Ye-a" continued fiercely.

Hui-hyeon glanced at the traces of their fight so far.

Blood splattered chaotically everywhere and organs spilled in quantities enough to create several "Baek Ye-a"s.

Although everything belonged to "Baek Ye-a," it still stood there intact as if nothing had happened.

This is truly sickening.

If it was this powerful with the seals not fully broken, how strong would it become after all seals were broken and it absorbed the Unkillable?

Deciding that he needed to kill it by any means necessary, Hui-hyeon readjusted his grip on his sword.

"Hui-hyeon."

Just as he was about to charge, "Baek Ye-a" called out to him.

"What."

"If you want, we can stop this fight anytime."

Despite "Baek Ye-a"'s words, Hui-hyeon scoffed.

"That won't happen. This fight ends only when one of us dies."

"Now it's my turn to ask. Why are you fighting so desperately?"

Looking at "Baek Ye-a," Hui-hyeon replied:

"Fake. What kind of world are you planning to create?"

After thinking briefly, "Baek Ye-a" answered:

"Obviously, a world for us. Hui-hyeon, a world where we eliminate anything that gets in our way, do whatever we want, and possess whatever we desire—even creating it if it doesn't exist. A world where others' thoughts, judgments, and actions only happen with our permission. Doesn't it sound like a dream? If you want, I can make you the sole master of this world. Really."

"Baek Ye-a" spoke with sincerity to Hui-hyeon, and that sincerity was conveyed.

And precisely because of that, Hui-hyeon replied:

"That's why I'm fighting."

Hui-hyeon swung his sword at "Baek Ye-a" once more.

Ch.193 - 1. 'Heroine' (3)
After Baek Ye-a and Lee Hui-hyeon left, the academy's atmosphere became quite unsettled.

"Starting today, all academic activities are temporarily suspended."

Si Eun-mi entered the classroom and addressed the remaining students.

"From now on, your integrated squad will be incorporated into the Demon-Slaying Army's structure, and this will continue until the broken seal situation is resolved. Any questions?"

In response to Si Eun-mi's question, Jeong Yu-na raised her hand.

"Teacher, what will happen to Hui-hyeon and Ye-a?"

"Those two will need to be ordered to return as soon as possible."

"What if they don't come back?" asked Huye Jin.

Si Eun-mi replied, "That's not something for you to worry about. That's all for today. With seals breaking and monsters running rampant these days, what your generation will face might be even more serious than what happened during Honwon's time. Steel yourselves. Understood?"

"Yes, Teacher."

After Si Eun-mi left, Huye Jin approached Jeong Yu-na.

"Yu-na, have you received any communication from those two since they left?"

Jeong Yu-na shook her head. "No, not a single letter since they departed."

"I'm really worried. Though they're both strong, so I don't think anything bad will happen to them, but with seals breaking these days, it's hard not to be anxious."

"I'm very worried about that too."

"Well, we still have work to do even without them. Please gather in the student room later. I have something to discuss regarding our squad."

"Alright, I understand."

After Huye Jin left, Jeong Yu-na stared at the two empty seats.

"Ye-a, Hui-hyeon..."

Once again, Jeong Yu-na murmured with concern for the two who had left without a word.

In truth, Jeong Yu-na had suspected that Baek Ye-a might leave from the moment Lee Hui-hyeon departed.

She knew they were particularly close.

But she hadn't realized they were close enough for one to follow the other without saying a word.

"I hope nothing's wrong," Jeong Yu-na murmured worriedly.

<>

"Hui-hyeon, Yu-na is dead."

Baek Ye-a told Lee Hui-hyeon with tears in her eyes.

"Why did she have to die? She was still so young. Now that we've killed the Unkillable, we could have lived peacefully..."

Lee Hui-hyeon said to the tearful Baek Ye-a, "Humans may be born in order, but there's no order to when we die. Being young doesn't mean you won't die."

Baek Ye-a knew that Lee Hui-hyeon was trying to comfort her in his own way.

He had always comforted her like this.

But knowing his intentions didn't make his words any less hurtful, so Baek Ye-a said to him, "Hui-hyeon, no matter what, Yu-na cared for us a lot. So please don't talk like that."

"I'm sorry, Ye-a."

After that, they quietly watched Jeong Yu-na's body burn.

The smoke rose toward the sky.

People in the Human World believed that the soul rides that smoke up to heaven.

Was Jeong Yu-na's soul rising with that smoke? Was she watching over them from above?

Suddenly, Baek Ye-a asked Lee Hui-hyeon, "Hui-hyeon, why do people die? Last time it was Jeong-i, before that it was Su-a, and before that, Ho-jin. Why do they keep dying? Was there really no way for all of us to survive?"

After thinking for a moment, Lee Hui-hyeon replied, "People always die. Only the methods differ. Moreover, as Exorcists who chose this path, we were destined to die from the beginning."

"Destiny?"

"Yes, destiny. Just like my clan was destined to."

Lee Hui-hyeon stated this fact very matter-of-factly.

Once you swear to live as an Exorcist, dying is only natural.

They die so others can live.

While Lee Hui-hyeon accepted that Exorcists dying for others was natural, Baek Ye-a, with her modern mindset, found his perspective difficult to accept.

"Was there really no way to prevent it?"

Lee Hui-hyeon replied, "How nice it would be if such a method existed."

He gazed at the burning fire and continued, "It would have been wonderful if such a method existed. But all we can do now is send Yu-na off on her journey."

Looking at Lee Hui-hyeon, who seemed strangely detached about death, Baek Ye-a realized he had experienced countless deaths.

It wasn't that Lee Hui-hyeon wasn't sad.

He was comforting himself over Jeong Yu-na's death in his own way.

At the same time, Baek Ye-a was afraid.

It felt like Lee Hui-hyeon might disappear somewhere.

Just as he accepted others' deaths with detachment, it seemed he would accept his own death without resistance when the time came.

After Jeong Yu-na's funeral, as they gathered the bones that remained after cremation, Baek Ye-a looked at Lee Hui-hyeon and said, "Hui-hyeon, promise me one thing."

She gripped his hand tightly and continued.

"What is it?"

"Never die. Don't die and always stay by my side."

Lee Hui-hyeon was silent at Baek Ye-a's words.

"Hui-hyeon?"

When she called him again, Lee Hui-hyeon turned to Baek Ye-a with a smile and said, "Alright, Ye-a. I'll always be by your side."

But in the first world, Lee Hui-hyeon couldn't keep that promise.

.

.

.

.

.

"...Ah."

"Baek Ye-a," who had momentarily lost consciousness, grabbed her head and came to her senses.

She had recalled painful memories from the past that hurt just to remember.

The Lee Hui-hyeon before her was looking coldly at "Baek Ye-a."

"It's embarrassing when you look at me like that, Hui-hyeon."

"You really are disgustingly unkillable."

The battle between Lee Hui-hyeon and "Baek Ye-a" had continued for several days.

Fighting for so long had accumulated damage, causing "Baek Ye-a" to briefly lose consciousness.

This was getting dangerous.

Since the seal wasn't completely broken yet, if they continued fighting like this, "Baek Ye-a" could actually die.

That couldn't happen.

While dying while looking at Lee Hui-hyeon's face would certainly be nice, "Baek Ye-a" had an important goal that she couldn't die before accomplishing—or even after accomplishing it.

"Baek Ye-a" had to live to be with Lee Hui-hyeon.

In her impatience, she had tried to persuade Lee Hui-hyeon when the fourth seal was broken, but judging by his stern attitude, he wasn't ready to accept her yet. "Baek Ye-a" knew it was time to retreat.

"Hui-hyeon, it's still truly enjoyable, but unfortunately, I have to leave now."

Instead of answering, Lee Hui-hyeon tried to cut off "Baek Ye-a's" leg, but she dodged, receiving only a slight cut.

"Don't be ridiculous. I'll say it again. This ends only when one of us dies."

Ah, how cool. I could fall for him all over again.

But now was the time to withdraw.

"Baek Ye-a" smiled brightly at Lee Hui-hyeon's words and said, "Don't be in such a hurry, Hui-hyeon. Sometimes it's important to wait."

As she spoke, a hole-like opening appeared behind "Baek Ye-a."

"See you next time, Hui-hyeon?"

Lee Hui-hyeon quickly thrust his sword toward the disappearing "Baek Ye-a," but she had already hidden herself in the hole long ago.

"...Damn it."

Lee Hui-hyeon had lost "Baek Ye-a."

"Hwayun, I lost her. The fake disappeared. Quickly check where the fake appeared and report back."

Lee Hui-hyeon contacted Hwayun through his Gasaengi.

But there was no response from Hwayun.

"Hwayun?"

Listening carefully, he could hear sounds of Hwayun arguing with someone.

As Lee Hui-hyeon began to feel slightly anxious, a voice started coming through the Gasaengi.

"Anyway, give it to me! Ah, hello? It's been a while since I've said this. You're Hui-hyeon, right? Right!?"

The voice coming from the Gasaengi was Baek Ye-a's.

"...Ye-a?"

"Yes, it's me, you jerk! You acted like you were going to live at our house, then you abandoned me like this? Huh?"

Baek Ye-a shouted at Lee Hui-hyeon as if she were heartbroken, and Lee Hui-hyeon, who hadn't broken a sweat while fighting "Baek Ye-a," now began sweating profusely.

"Um, Ye-a. Just calm down a bit."

"Calm down!? How can I calm down! You're not getting away with it this time! When I see you...!"

After more sounds of struggle, Hwayun's voice came through the Gasaengi.

"Destroyer? Destroyer? This is Hwayun."

"Hwayun, what about Ye-a?"

"I've temporarily subdued her."

Lee Hui-hyeon didn't ask for details about the "temporary subduing" and immediately said to Hwayun, "Hwayun, the fake disappeared."

"Disappeared? Did you fight?"

"Yes."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's affirmation, Hwayun said, "I was worried when I couldn't contact you for the past few days. Are you injured anywhere?"

"I'm a bit hurt, but nothing serious. Hwayun, find the escaped fake and let me know. And send Ye-a back."

After more sounds of struggle, Baek Ye-a's voice came through the Gasaengi again.

"What? Send me back? Do you think I'm a child? Just wait until I find you. You really...!"

"We're in the middle of a conversation! Stop interrupting!"

There was a thudding sound as Hwayun yelled, but Lee Hui-hyeon decided to ignore it.

I didn't hear anything.

"Anyway, you want me to contact you when I find the fake? Understood, Destroyer. I'll contact you agaaaain!"

The communication ended with Hwayun's scream as if something had pinched him.

"...What should I do?"

Lee Hui-hyeon became terrified at the thought of meeting Baek Ye-a again.

Ch.194 - 1. The End Will Come (1)
The only ones remaining were the fifth, sixth, and seventh seals.

The other four seals had been broken one by one.

That's why the Exorcists gathered closely to discuss how to handle these remaining seals.

How should they deal with these seals?

Should they gather them together for one decisive battle that would determine the fate of the Human World, or should they separate them to buy more time?

In situations like this, like any human would, they desired more time.

Therefore, the Exorcists decided to keep the seals separate and heavily guarded as they had done until now, and dispatched their respective Exorcists.

All the great Exorcist clans participated, except for the Jeon Clan who couldn't join due to recent damages they were recovering from. Even the notoriously uncooperative clans resolved to participate in guarding the seals.

"It's been a long time since we've gathered like this."

The first to speak was Huye Yun, the head of the Huye Clan.

"It has indeed been a long time since we were students together at Yegak Academy. I sincerely regret that we meet under these circumstances."

Jin Yu-hwa, the head of the Jin Clan, spoke while seated.

"Has there been no word from the Baek Clan?"

"There was, but they said they couldn't make it due to time constraints."

"Hah, they're putting on airs even in this situation? I truly cannot understand them."

"Well, they've always been like this. It's nothing new at this point."

"The Jeon Clan is the same. I understand their successor died suddenly in an accident, but to ignore matters concerning the fate of the Human World..."

As Jin Yu-hwa grumbled, Huye Yun spoke in a soothing manner.

"Still, they'll eventually join us when it truly matters. They always have."

Afterward, the two caught up on various topics before returning to the main discussion.

"This time, I plan to place the seal in an open field."

In response to Jin Yu-hwa's words, Huye Yun asked:

"Are you planning to lure them in and fight?"

"That's right. I always appreciate how quick you are to understand. Others would have asked for my reasoning first."

"Well, directly confronting them might be better than hiding the seal away securely. But are you sure about this? Our goal is to buy time for now."

To Huye Yun's words, Jin Yu-hwa replied:

"About buying time—I was vehemently against it! Don't they understand that the longer we delay, the more disadvantageous it becomes for us? We're running out of resources. We should be gathering all our forces for one decisive battle, not engaging in this war of attrition! This approach won't work!"

After saying this, Jin Yu-hwa looked at Huye Yun and continued:

"So this time, I'll do things my way."

"If you fail, you'll bear an enormous burden."

"I won't fail. I'm saying this because I'm confident I'll succeed."

From experience, Huye Yun knew that once Jin Yu-hwa made up his mind, there was no changing it.

Therefore, Huye Yun could only wish for Jin Yu-hwa's success.

"Please, do succeed."

"Don't worry."

With that, the two parted ways, each heading toward the seal they were to protect.

<>

"The seals were always hidden in caves."

"Baek Ye-a" looked at the group of Exorcists waiting for her in the open field.

"Choosing a place like this—should I take it as your intention to offer the seal to me?"

At "Baek Ye-a's" words, a group of Exorcists began to move.

"Fire!"

At one Exorcist's shout, a harpoon flew from a distance and pierced through "Baek Ye-a's" body.

Despite "Baek Ye-a" being hit, her followers showed no reaction and mechanically charged toward the Exorcists.

"Pull!"

Simultaneously, several Exorcists pulled on some ropes, causing them to rise from the ground and wrap around the demons' bodies.

As the Exorcists recited incantations, Spiritual Energy flowed through the ropes, beginning to burn the demons' bodies. Agonized screams filled the air.

"Baek Ye-a" smiled and said:

"Clever. You're burning the first wave of demons to reduce their momentum."

She then pulled out the harpoon lodged in her body and continued:

"But such tactics only work against those who think, judge, and act. They don't work on my tools."

Indeed, "Baek Ye-a's" demon followers continued to attack the Exorcists, climbing over their burning comrades without hesitation, and a close-quarters battle ensued.

As "Baek Ye-a" leisurely walked through the fighting demons, someone blocked her path.

"Come this way, demon. I'll be your opponent."

Turning toward the voice calling her, "Baek Ye-a" pointed and said:

"Jin Yu-hwa."

"How do you know my name?"

"How could I not? We have a bitter past connection."

Jin Yu-hwa frowned at "Baek Ye-a's" words.

"Have we met before?"

"We always have. Though I didn't expect to meet like this."

"Just the ravings of a mad demon. I don't know someone like you."

"Yes, I suppose that's true. We met much earlier."

Jin Yu-hwa felt the blatant hostility emanating from "Baek Ye-a."

"Will you come to me, or shall I go to you?"

"Stay there. I'll come to you."

As "Baek Ye-a" drew her sword and attacked, Jin Yu-hwa blocked it.

"Baek Ye-a" looked at Jin Yu-hwa with interest and said:

"Jin Yu-hwa, you have a daughter, don't you?"

"Yes, a strong daughter who takes after me. How do you know that?"

"How could I not know? I have business with Jin Seo-yeon later."

After deflecting his spear, "Baek Ye-a" suddenly kicked Jin Yu-hwa and said:

"I wonder what expression she'll make when I throw your head before her? Don't you think so, Jin Yu-hwa?"

"Even for a demon, your words are filthy. I'll have to kill you here."

The two exchanged several attacks and defenses.

Attacks based on thorough reading of movements.

After a few more exchanges, Jin Yu-hwa's arm was slightly cut.

"Is that all? You're quite weak for the head of the Jin Clan."

"A slight cut on the arm wouldn't kill even a child."

Jin Yu-hwa retorted and took a stance, thrusting his spear.

The spear's trajectory curved mysteriously as it attacked "Baek Ye-a," but she simply twisted her body a few times to avoid all attacks.

"Too predictable. Don't you have your own style?"

"Your provocation is obvious, but I'll gladly accept it."

Jin Yu-hwa instantly shifted to a different stance and attacked "Baek Ye-a." His chaotic thrusts touched "Baek Ye-a's" body, but that was all.

"Baek Ye-a" glanced at her slightly cut ear and said:

"So this is all you're capable of. Even the head of the great Exorcist clan."

After saying this, "Baek Ye-a" swung her sword quickly and then tucked it inside her arm.

She then ignored Jin Yu-hwa and began walking elsewhere.

"We're still fighting. How dare you turn your back on me?"

"Baek Ye-a," who had been walking forward, turned around.

"How strange."

"What's strange?"

"That a dead person is still moving."

"What are you talking about?"

The moment Jin Yu-hwa took a step forward after hearing those words, the world split.

No, what split was...

"Farewell, Jin Seo-yeon's father. I'll make good use of your head."

Jin Yu-hwa's head was severed at the eyes.

Having instantly lost a major Exorcist, the Exorcists' formation began to collapse.

"Baek Ye-a" found and killed all those with the strategic insight to lead the Exorcists in succession.

After hours of fighting, only "Baek Ye-a" and her demon followers remained standing.

"Lord, you have achieved victory once again. Congratulations."

As the demons knelt to congratulate her victory, "Baek Ye-a" said:

"Gather all those wearing clothes with the Jin Clan's emblem, cut off their heads, and preserve them in salt. Pay special attention to that one. I'll send it to Jin Seo-yeon."

"Understood, Lord. We will do as you command."

"Good. Today I'll kill the seal and then rest. Prepare bath water and new clothes."

"Yes, Lord."

"Baek Ye-a" slowly walked over to look at the seal, which was positioned conveniently for killing.

"You're the fifth. The fifth. Doesn't that have a nice ring to it?"

The seal, already drained of energy, gave no response to "Baek Ye-a's" words.

"Baek Ye-a" said nothing more and smashed the seal's head.

Simultaneously, she felt a sense of omnipotence filling her body once again.

"It seems I only need to eliminate two more seals. Hui-hyeon, don't worry. I'll come for you soon, alright?"

While "Baek Ye-a" was talking to herself, the demons remained prostrate without saying a word.

<>

After coaxing, persuading, and threatening, Hui-hyeon finally agreed to return to Myeongju.

And upon returning to Myeongju after advancing toward enemy territory, I heard shocking news.

The main force of the Jin Clan had been annihilated, and their head, Jin Yu-hwa, had died.

One pillar of the great Exorcist clans had fallen.

Ch.195 - 1. The End Will Come (2)
The Jin Clan's plan to suppress the monsters with their military power had failed.

With this, one of the pillars of the great exorcist clans had collapsed.

Never before had such shocking news shaken the Human World.

Even during the Second Great Human-Demon War, there had been significant casualties, but never had a clan's main forces been completely annihilated like this.

With people's trust in Exorcists crumbling, chaos in the Human World would now grow uncontrollably.

---

When Huye Yun heard that Jin Yu-hwa had been defeated, his expression darkened.

So it has come to this after all.

But what's done is done.

Though Jin Yu-hwa's death was sad, he couldn't remain mired in grief forever.

"Father, all preparations are complete."

Huye Jeong, Huye Jin's younger sister, addressed Huye Yun.

"Yes, thank you for your hard work."

Huye Yun said this, then looked at Huye Jeong.

Huye Jeong.

Huye Jin's younger sister.

A talented individual who was originally scheduled to enroll at Yegak Academy, where Huye Jin studied, next year.

"By the way, what are your siblings doing?"

"Pardon? Ah, you mean my siblings."

Surprised by Huye Yun's sudden question, Huye Jeong asked for clarification before answering.

"They're being escorted to safety by the clan's Exorcists. In was so insistent about wanting to stay with you, Father. You have no idea how hard it was to convince her otherwise."

Hearing Huye Jeong's words, Huye Yun burst into laughter.

"Is that so? In said that? She truly takes after her mother in temperament."

"The other siblings also insisted on fighting, standing at the forefront. It was such a struggle to dissuade them. They were ready to write blood oaths to show their determination."

"I see. You've really had a difficult time."

With Huye Jeong before him, Huye Yun couldn't easily say what he wanted to say, and instead only asked about the family's well-being.

And Huye Jeong, aware of this fact, knew exactly what her father wanted to say, but precisely because of this, she continued the conversation by talking in circles.

As the father and daughter conversed, an Exorcist entered after removing the tent flap.

"Clan Head, excuse the interruption."

"What's the matter?"

In response to Huye Yun's question, one of the Exorcists standing nearby spoke.

"Strong demonic energy movements have been detected ahead."

"...I see. Thank you. Is there anything else?"

"Nothing else at present."

"Very well. A major battle will soon take place, so make sure everyone is well-fed and rested."

"Yes, Clan Head."

After the Exorcist bowed his head and left, Huye Yun turned to Huye Jeong.

He closed his eyes briefly, then opened them and looked at his daughter Huye Jeong before speaking.

"Jeong, I have something to say."

"Father."

Huye Jeong called out to him, but Huye Yun ignored her and forced a smile as he spoke.

"Since you're still young, wouldn't it be better for you to withdraw to the rear?"

"Father, that's not possible. All the Exorcists here are someone's parent, child, husband, wife, mother, or father. How could I, representing the younger generation of the Huye Clan, retreat to the rear?"

Huye Jeong looked directly into her father Huye Yun's eyes as she spoke.

Seeing Huye Jeong's upright demeanor, as if this was the most natural thing in the world, Huye Yun sighed lightly before speaking.

"Jeong, I'd rather be garbage than a great clan head."

"That's..."

"Jeong, to be honest, you are my weakness."

Huye Jeong, who was about to argue, paused at Huye Yun's cold tone.

"Father, I..."

"To be frank, I can maintain my composure even if someone gets hurt in battle. Even if they're dear to me, a leader must remain calm. But if you get hurt, I cannot maintain my composure. Jeong, this is what being a father means."

At Huye Yun's words, Huye Jeong bowed her head and said:

"Clan Head, I request permission to speak frankly."

"...Go ahead."

"Clan Head, this cannot be. The fate of the Human World hangs in the balance. You must always think and act as the head of the Huye Clan, not be swayed by personal feelings."

"I know that."

"Then please act according to what you know. Even if you order me to, I will not move an inch from this place."

Faced with Huye Jeong's resolute stance, Huye Yun could not bring himself to tell her to leave again.

Time passed, and the next day arrived.

"Looks like someone with a bit of intelligence set up this camp?"

"Even so, it will turn to dust and disappear before our Lord."

In response to U-ryeok's words, "Baek Ye-a" smiled and said:

"Well, the Huye Clan boasts of being the largest pillar among the great exorcist clans, so they can't be that weak, can they?"

Catching an arrow that flew from afar, "Baek Ye-a" turned around.

"Everyone knows what to do. Move forward and die for me. After all, your most important job is just to make up the numbers."

"We receive our Lord's command!"

The monsters, who had been prostrating themselves on the ground until then, rose and charged up the hill, shouting in unison.

"Now! Fire!"

From a distance, countless arrows made of spiritual energy were fired, piercing through the monsters' bodies.

---

I met Hui-hyeon again three days after Hwayun left, saying he had something to attend to.

As soon as I saw Hui-hyeon, I flew at him with a kick and continued to beat him mercilessly.

"You jerk! What am I going to do with you? Huh?!"

"Ow! I'm sorry, Ye-a! Ow! Ow! That hurts!"

After pounding his back repeatedly, I grabbed his ear and dragged him into a nearby inn.

The thought that I might be going too far occasionally broke through my wall of anger, but this time I had absolutely no intention of letting Hui-hyeon off easy. I dragged him into a room and made him kneel with his hands up.

"...So, do you have anything to say for yourself, Hui-hyeon?"

"Sorry..."

"Sorry? Does saying sorry fix everything?"

"No, life shouldn't end like that..."

"Shut up."

I glared at Hui-hyeon as he knelt, tapping my foot impatiently.

"I really don't understand. Did you think I'd praise you for being cool when you abandoned me and went off to fight alone? Huh?"

"...I'm truly sorry."

"So, do you have an excuse prepared for me? It better be something convincing that anyone would nod to. Otherwise, I don't know what I'll do with you."

As I clenched and unclenched my fists, Hui-hyeon hurriedly said:

"You see, Ye-a. I was only trying to keep you out of dangeeeeer!"

Thinking it wasn't worth listening to anymore, I grabbed Hui-hyeon's hair and said:

"What's that supposed to be! That makes no sense at all! You abandoned me because you thought I might be in danger? Huh? You're selfish!"

"I'm sorry, Ye-a! My hair! Let go of my hair and let's talk!"

"No!"

"Aaaagh!"

Only after a round of pinching, hitting, and hair-pulling did I calm down enough to release Hui-hyeon.

What am I going to do with him, really?

"...Is it over?"

As Hui-hyeon cautiously checked my mood, I frowned and said:

"Does it look over to you?"

Looking at Hui-hyeon, who had clammed up again, I sighed and said:

"I said I'd be your accomplice and live with you, but then you just went off to that dangerous enemy territory to fight on your own. Hui-hyeon, what am I going to do with you? Really? Huh?"

"I'm really sorry..."

I can't exactly lock him in a basement.

"Ye-a."

"Don't say my name. It makes me angry."

"Okay..."

Somehow, Hui-hyeon looked drained, and I felt my resolve weakening.

Ah damn, I shouldn't be like this.

"...You won't do this again?"

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon nodded frantically and said:

"No."

"Really?"

"Really, I won't do it again."

Soon, I felt a part of my heart soften, and I sighed before saying to Hui-hyeon:

"Phew, you can put your arms down now."

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon cautiously lowered his arms.

As my anger subsided, I gradually began to notice Hui-hyeon's appearance.

"Hui-hyeon, you're hurt."

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon replied:

"Just a few scratches."

"If you're hurt, you should say so."

"I didn't have a chance to."

Hui-hyeon said something else, but I didn't hear it.

Can't hear you, can't hear you. Blah blah blah.

That's what happens when you go off to fight without saying anything.

I took out some medicine from my tactical bag and rubbed it on Hui-hyeon's face.

"There's no need to apply that."

"It'll leave a scar if left untreated. Apply it."

I considered putting a healing talisman on it, but it would look strange to have it plastered all over his face, so I decided against it.

After receiving treatment, Hui-hyeon immediately said to me:

"The fake has become incredibly strong."

"Stronger than when it was inside me?"

"Yes. Probably the only Exorcist in the Human World who could face it now is me."

As I heard Hui-hyeon's words, I recalled the news about the Jin Clan's annihilation.

And how Jin Seo-yeon had fainted upon hearing the news.

Honestly, we didn't have the best relationship, but I still felt sorry for her.

Losing family is an incredibly painful experience.

"So this time, before the next seal dies, I plan to join up with the remaining seal."

"Right, you said there were two left..."

As I continued talking with Hui-hyeon, Hwayun's voice came from inside Hui-hyeon's chest.

"Destroyer, Destroyer. Can you hear me?"

"I hear you, Hwayun."

"One of the remaining seals has died. Now only one seal remains."

Hearing this, Hui-hyeon frowned and said:

"So only one seal remains. Do you know where it is?"

"We're desperately searching for it. But it might be useless anyway. The fake seems to sense where the seals are and always finds them first."

"Find it anyway. Without fail."

Hui-hyeon ended the communication.

---

"That's the sixth one."

After killing all the Huye Clan Exorcists who had fought against her, "Baek Ye-a" looked down at the slain seal and said:

"Now only one seal remains. With this, I've taken another step toward completion."

Soon, she would be able to absorb the Unkillable and get her hands on Lee Hui-hyeon.

"But before that, I should absorb Baek Ye-a. I don't think I'll be the one consumed, but just in case."

"Baek Ye-a" muttered to herself as she rose from her spot.

"So, do you have anything to say to me? Head of the Huye Clan."

Huye Yun had fought fiercely.

No one could doubt his valiant struggle.

But he lacked strength, and so he lost.

The result was his current status as a hostage.

"You certainly look like Baek Ye-a. So there is a connection after all?"

"Do I look like her? But my eyes are different."

"Baek Ye-a" said this as she struck Huye Yun's head.

Huye Yun's severed head rolled on the ground.

"Pickle that in salt and send it to Huye Jin. Come to think of it, Huye Jin had a younger sister too, didn't she?"

"Baek Ye-a" looked at the corpses rolling on the ground and said:

"Well, it doesn't matter. No human will survive the coming end of the world anyway."

"Baek Ye-a" looked toward where the real Baek Ye-a was.

Her next destination was already decided.

Ch.196 - 1. The End Shall Come (3)
Human beings live with one illusion.

The illusion that their current daily life will continue forever.

This illusion serves as an important driving force that maintains human society, but it also leads to futile attempts to avoid the inevitable end.

Everything must eventually come to an end.

Some foolish ones struggle to escape the predetermined conclusion, but from the moment they realize the end is approaching, it's already too late.

The current suffering and hardship are merely the consequences of what their ancestors did in the distant past.

They shall attain enlightenment through suffering.

In the end, they will meet their doom because of the oath they themselves made in the distant past.

<>

Afterward, Hui-hyeon and I had to make one of two decisions.

Either remain in Myeongju and defend it from attacks alongside the stationed army, or leave to protect the seal despite the time constraints.

Hui-hyeon already seemed inclined toward going to protect the seal, so I followed his opinion without objection, but the problem was how to hurry to the seal.

"Ye-a, I'm just asking in case, but are you thinking of returning to the academy..."

"No. Say that again and I'll pinch you."

I was prepared to go wherever Hui-hyeon went.

"It's going to be a difficult journey."

"I know. We've traveled this path together before."

"Right, then I won't try to stop you anymore."

"Of course not. Did you think I'd be dissuaded? We're in this together."

I reached out my hand to Hui-hyeon, and he took it.

"Don't ever leave without saying anything again. Ever."

"...I understand."

After quick preparations, we departed a few hours later for the location of the next seal based on the information Hwayun had provided.

We headed from Myeongju to Ganyangju, and had to spend an enormous amount of cash to secure a vehicle, but it wasn't a waste.

When else would I use money if not for something like this?

After getting the vehicle and climbing in, I attached the talisman that Huye Jin had given me below my ear.

Then I asked Hui-hyeon:

"By the way, how does Hwayun gather all this information?"

"It's Hwayun's ability."

"Ability?"

"Simply put, it's an ability to gather information by scattering 'eyes' everywhere. I've heard an explanation before, but it was so complex that I can't explain it in detail."

If Hui-hyeon called it "complex," I could imagine how difficult the ability must be to understand.

Afterward, Hui-hyeon briefly explained the ability he had called complex, but I couldn't understand it at all.

In times like these, staying quiet is the best strategy. Yes.

"Oh right, Hui-hyeon. There's something you said you'd tell me before, but never did."

Suddenly remembering something from Seoha Village, I spoke to Hui-hyeon.

"What is it?"

"You said your ancestor was with the Enlightened One when he departed. That story. Can you tell me now?"

At my question, Hui-hyeon thought for a moment and said:

"Ah, that. You know the story about how the 'Enlightened One' suddenly disappeared, right?"

I nodded at Hui-hyeon's words and said:

"It's a very famous story. The Won-gak Cult says he ascended to heaven."

"Right, and my ancestor, Myeolgakja, was by his side before he disappeared. The 'Enlightened One' scattered and vanished into the air, but where he had been, a field of marigolds appeared. My ancestor Myeolgakja, shocked by the disappearance of the 'Enlightened One' who was both his beloved and his master, wandered for a while before settling down with his clan and dying there. They say a field of spider lilies grew where he was buried. That's why the spider lily became our clan's symbol."

Hui-hyeon's historical story, which I hadn't heard in a long time, was quite interesting.

So that's how he spent his final years.

"And the one my ancestor Myeolgakja picked up while wandering around was Hwayun."

"What?"

I was startled by Hui-hyeon's continued words.

Then how old is Hwayun?

"I had my suspicions because of the strange abilities, but Hwayun isn't human, right?"

At my question, Hui-hyeon thought for a moment and said:

"Definitely not human. More precisely, you could call Hwayun something like a remnant of a god."

"A remnant of a god? I thought it would be closer to a yokai."

"Hwayun would get extremely angry if you said that in front of them. Hwayun hates yokai."

"Then what does Hwayun like in this world?"

"I'm a bit uncomfortable saying this myself, but the only thing Hwayun likes is me. Hwayun thinks I'm Myeolgakja who took them in in the past."

As Hui-hyeon said this, he showed a somewhat lonely expression.

"Then Hwayun must be over a thousand years old now."

"That's right. Sometimes I forget when we're together."

Hui-hyeon smiled at me.

"Even though the situation is so urgent, it feels nice to chat in the car."

"I think it's because the car is isolated from the outside, so it gives that feeling. Once we get out, our sense of reality will return."

"Does that mean you're feeling the same way?"

At my question, Hui-hyeon thought for a moment and said:

Is that something that requires thinking about?

"I suppose so."

"Really?"

We had many conversations in the car like this.

And how much time had passed? Suddenly, the car stopped.

After the vehicle remained motionless for a while, I asked the driver:

"What's wrong?"

"Someone is blocking the road ahead."

As the driver said, when I looked ahead, someone was standing there looking at the car.

That's...

"Listen. If you want to live, turn the car around and flee as soon as we get out. Don't stop for anything."

Just as I was instructing the driver, something flew in instantly, breaking the windshield and striking the driver.

Blood immediately splattered across the driver's seat.

"Hui-hyeon!"

The moment I called Hui-hyeon's name, he was already jumping out of the vehicle.

As I followed Hui-hyeon outside, the fake with my appearance was waiting with a smile.

"It's nice to meet you both again. You and Hui-hyeon."

The fake with my appearance greeted us, somewhat coldly toward me but warmly toward Hui-hyeon, and continued to smile as he spoke.

"How did you know we were on the move?"

At Hui-hyeon's question, the fake with my appearance smiled and said:

"Because we're connected."

"What?"

"The other me and I are connected. Since we once became one, I can feel the other me wherever he is. That's all."

Does that mean he tracked my presence?

From the moment we first encountered each other, I never thought the thing in front of me was fake.

This is real. Something incomparable to a fake could be felt from it.

So I glared at the fake in front of me and said:

"Then your target was me from the beginning?"

"Yes, that's right. You were my target from the beginning, Baek Ye-a."

The fake with my appearance said this and took a step closer.

"As you know, I'm about to break the final seal. That's why I felt I needed you more than ever. I don't think you'll be consumed now, but just in case."

"You mean you came to absorb me?"

"Yes, absorbing even the remnants would make me better. But I didn't expect Hui-hyeon to be with you."

"I can't let you do that."

Hui-hyeon stepped in front of me with his sword drawn.

"You were evenly matched when fighting one-on-one, but now you think you can fight me after I've broken two more seals while protecting Baek Ye-a? Do you think that's possible?"

Hui-hyeon silently glared at the fake in front of him.

"Well, even if it's impossible, you would still try to protect the other me. It's really a shame that it's not me you're protecting."

With those final words, the other me disappeared instantly.

<>

Even until the moment the sword touched his neck, Baek Ye-a couldn't track "Baek Ye-a's" movements.

If the sword touched his neck now, he would die saying something like "Huh?" like a third-rate exorcist.

But just before the sword touched Baek Ye-a's neck, another blade intervened, blocking "Baek Ye-a's" sword.

You will not lay a finger on Baek Ye-a.

Lee Hui-hyeon seemed to be saying that with his eyes.

"...I'm jealous."

I'm jealous. My jealousy is so intense it feels like my internal organs are being torn apart.

"Baek Ye-a" felt tremendous jealousy seeing Lee Hui-hyeon trying to protect only Baek Ye-a.

Why not me? Why only Baek Ye-a?

Belatedly assuming a defensive stance, Baek Ye-a attacked, but his attack didn't reach "Baek Ye-a."

"Ye-a!"

Lee Hui-hyeon called out Baek Ye-a's name, but by the time Baek Ye-a noticed, his body was already being cut in half.

Ch.197 - 144698. The End Will Come (1)
"Hui-hyeon, why do people have to live feeling pain from loss? Wouldn't it be better if we felt nothing at all, or even felt joy instead?"

Baek Ye-a suddenly said this to Lee Hui-hyeon.

Hearing her words, Hui-hyeon tilted his head and asked, "Why are you suddenly saying something like that?"

"I just had that thought. They say people tend to get philosophical when they're in pain, right?"

Baek Ye-a smiled at Hui-hyeon as if she'd made an amusing joke.

"Why we feel pain from loss..."

Though Ye-a was simply looking for some empathy, Hui-hyeon gave her question serious thought before answering.

"Perhaps it's because feeling that way is advantageous for survival?"

Ye-a burst out laughing at his response.

"What kind of answer is that? I say something philosophical and you give me a scientific explanation. I knew you were that kind of person, but isn't that a bit much?"

Even as she said this, Ye-a continued laughing.

Not understanding why she was laughing, Hui-hyeon asked with an awkward expression, "Did I say something wrong?"

"No, you're right. You are. It's just funny."

As Ye-a wiped her eyes after laughing heartily, Hui-hyeon asked, "So why did you suddenly think about that?"

Looking at him, Ye-a replied, "Just that sometimes I remember the past, even though everything is peaceful now."

"...Are you okay?"

Though Hui-hyeon asked with concern, Ye-a maintained her smile and said, "Of course I'm okay. Everything's really fine now, and you're by my side, aren't you? How could anything be wrong when you're here with me?"

At Ye-a's words, Hui-hyeon's expression darkened momentarily, but it happened so quickly that Ye-a didn't notice.

He could only say, "That's good, then."

"Yes, it really is good. The fact that I don't have to live dwelling on the pain of loss because you're by my side. Su-a, Ho-jin, Yu-na... they've all gone."

Ye-a said this while firmly grasping Hui-hyeon's hand.

It was a strong, reassuring hand.

"As I always say, you have to stay by my side forever, okay? If you leave me and go first, I'll chase you to the afterlife and scold you."

Hui-hyeon smiled at her words and said, "I guess I'll have to live a long time, if only out of fear."

"Of course. You need to live long enough to see our grandchildren, don't you?"

Baek Ye-a whispered this into Hui-hyeon's ear.

His face turned bright red without him realizing it.

"What, what? Why are you blushing? I only mentioned grandchildren. Why is your face red? Is our Hui-hyeon secretly a pervert?"

"What are you talking about, calling me a pervert?"

As he said this, Hui-hyeon kept trying to escape the situation.

"Oh, he's running away! Hui-hyeon is running away!"

"No, I'm not."

"What do you mean? Look over here."

"I'll just go wash my face for a moment."

With those words, Hui-hyeon fled the scene, and Baek Ye-a watched him go while laughing loudly.

"..."

Once Hui-hyeon disappeared from sight, Ye-a stared expressionlessly at the empty space he had left.

"It would be nice if we could truly be together forever..."

If there was an afterlife, then until the afterlife.

If there was life beyond that, then until that life beyond.

Baek Ye-a wanted to be with Lee Hui-hyeon forever.

Always.

<>

It happened in an instant.

Baek Ye-a, who had reached out toward Hui-hyeon, suddenly collapsed as if her entire body was crumbling.

When Hui-hyeon swung his sword, "Baek Ye-a" immediately retreated, but her neck was wounded and blood gushed out.

Yet soon she smiled at the two of them as if nothing had happened.

Hui-hyeon was concerned about the Baek Ye-a beside him, but he couldn't carelessly shift his gaze.

"To attack even in that moment. As expected, Hui-hyeon, you're amazing."

Another attack was coming.

He couldn't tell how it would come this time.

"Ye-a, are you okay?"

Ye-a couldn't answer Hui-hyeon's question.

She could only nod.

But Ye-a's condition was critical.

Although she had narrowly avoided being cut in half, the injury Baek Ye-a sustained was fatal.

"Kuhup, kuluk."

Though she had avoided a direct hit to a vital spot and wasn't dead yet, it was clear she would die if left like this.

"Baek Ye-a" looked sadly at the indecisive Hui-hyeon, then at the fatally wounded Baek Ye-a who was dying.

"I didn't want to inflict this pain of loss on you."

Suddenly, "Baek Ye-a" said those words.

"I'm really sorry, Hui-hyeon. For making you go through this."

Soon "Baek Ye-a's" form disappeared again, and Hui-hyeon heard rapid movement nearby.

It's coming.

Hui-hyeon sensed it.

If an attack came, that would be the last one.

Hui-hyeon tightly held Ye-a's hand and looked around.

"Hui... Hui-hyeon, I think I'm done for. Ignore me and focus on the fake."

"What are you saying? Focus on pressing your wound. I will definitely protect you."

Hui-hyeon wasn't unaware that Ye-a would only be a burden in this state.

But Baek Ye-a was the most precious person to Hui-hyeon, someone he absolutely had to protect.

"It's okay. Everything will be okay."

Hui-hyeon spoke as if to reassure Ye-a, but he already knew from the smell of blood vibrating beside him that Ye-a had no hope.

At the same time, he felt a certain vibration and sensed that "Baek Ye-a" was approaching.

"It's okay. Stay close to me. Understand?"

Hui-hyeon said this and then swung his sword to defend against "Baek Ye-a's" continued attacks.

The situation was the worst possible.

Ye-a was fatally wounded, and Hui-hyeon had to protect her from "Baek Ye-a," who would absolutely never give up.

Could he do it? Might this be the end?

Hui-hyeon bit the inside of his mouth hard, blaming himself for having such thoughts even momentarily.

He had to do it. He had to protect Baek Ye-a.

As Hui-hyeon steeled his resolve, "Baek Ye-a" appeared before him again.

Hui-hyeon could read the boiling jealousy in "Baek Ye-a's" expression.

"Why not me?"

"Baek Ye-a" suddenly asked.

"What?"

"You said you'd always be by my side. Why not me but that other scrap of me? Why?"

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

Despite "Baek Ye-a's" words, Hui-hyeon looked at her coldly and replied.

"You're nothing to me. You're just an enemy I need to kill. Are you saying these things because you want to hear that? Then I'll tell you as many times as you want, Unkillable."

At Hui-hyeon's provocation, "Baek Ye-a" momentarily showed a genuinely hurt expression, but soon smiled.

It was a grotesque smile mixed with tears.

"I see. Hui-hyeon, you're just throwing a tantrum at me, right?"

"What?"

"It's because I abandoned you during those countless regressions, isn't it? You promised to always be together, but I did that to you, so of course you're angry. I understand completely."

"Baek Ye-a" responded to Hui-hyeon's question with an apologetic expression.

"You're insane."

"So I'll make it up to you now. All the wounds you've had. All the pain. I'll compensate for everything. I'll create a world where everything—thoughts, judgments, actions—all happen according to your will, to make up for all the pain you've suffered. Because that's the right thing to do."

Before Hui-hyeon could speak, "Baek Ye-a" disappeared again.

"Crazy bitch."

Hui-hyeon spat out those words and briefly turned to look at Ye-a.

"Ye-a, how are you do—"

But all that remained was Baek Ye-a's severed arm.

"Ye-a?"

When Hui-hyeon belatedly looked around, the only trace left was a trail of blood that had been dragged away.

"Baek Ye-a" had already taken Ye-a away from Hui-hyeon.

He simply hadn't noticed.

This fight had been lost from the beginning.

"YE-A!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"

Hui-hyeon screamed Baek Ye-a's name, but there was no answer from her anywhere.

<>

I can't see anything.

Blood keeps flowing from my body.

I was wandering in darkness where I couldn't see an inch in front of me.

Am I dying now?

I haven't even properly confessed to Hui-hyeon yet, or saved the world.

"Seems like you've regained consciousness?"

The fake's voice came from right beside me.

"You..."

"I know it won't work, but I'll ask once. Don't you want to truly become one with me?"

"Get lost."

"Fine, then."

With a stinging sensation, my consciousness fell forever.

<>

When Baek Ye-a rose again, she had become one in the truest sense.

"...Not bad."

Looking over Baek Ye-a's body, now her own, she smiled.

The time was approaching to remove the final seal and be with Hui-hyeon forever.

Ch.198 - 144698. The End Will Come (2)
The sky was turning an uncontrollably deep red.

"Look over there! The sky is turning red!"

"I'm scared!"

The Dragon Blood Clan children looked up at the sky, filled with terror about the coming apocalypse.

But Yu Ji-a, having already experienced countless such omens, stood calmly.

For the old tales that the elders had spoken of since ancient times to become reality in their generation—her courage deserved recognition just for not trembling in fear.

"Grandmother! Grandmother!"

One of the Dragon Blood Clan children, unable to contain their fear, ran off looking for Hanai.

But the children who lacked the courage to run all the way to where Hanai was gathered one by one around Yu Ji-a.

"Unnie..."

A young Dragon Blood Clan child grabbed Yu Ji-a's skirt hem and sniffled.

"It's okay. It's okay. Just stay close to me like this. Understand?"

"Yes..."

Anyone living in the Human World who saw that sky would understand.

That the end was truly near.

That no one would survive the coming apocalypse.

"Lee Hui-hyeon, Baek Ye-a..."

Yu Ji-a gazed at the sky and murmured worriedly.

<>

Baek Ye-a, now united with her other self, had nothing left to hold her back.

All that remained was to annihilate the remaining Exorcist forces and break the seal.

"U-ryeok, how many Exorcists are left?"

Baek Ye-a asked U-ryeok suddenly while walking and eliminating all the Exorcists who rushed at her.

U-ryeok knelt before Baek Ye-a and replied.

"There aren't many Exorcists left now. At most, only the Exorcists from the Baek Clan remain to oppose you, Lady Baek Ye-a."

"Is that so? They're deliberately opposing me even though they know it's futile? Since I'm in a good mood, did you tell them I'm willing to spare them if they surrender?"

"I told them, but they wouldn't listen. It seems they're determined to fight to the end."

"Well, I tried to make it easy, but what can I do? Actually, I had no intention of sparing them even if they surrendered. They've just extended their short lives a bit."

Though only by a few hours.

Muttering this, Baek Ye-a walked with endless joy toward the final seal.

And seeing the Exorcists with the emblem of a soaring hawk embroidered on their clothes guarding the seal in front, Baek Ye-a smiled at the man glaring at her from behind them.

"Father? It's been a while."

"You... Are you Baek Ye-a?"

"Yes, I am your unworthy daughter, Baek Ye-a."

"No, you're not Baek Ye-a. You're an impostor who stole her body. You filthy demon. Did you think you could confuse me like this?"

At the clan head Baek Seon-yeong's words, Baek Ye-a's smile twisted.

"Confuse you? Are you saying you would have been confused if I were real?"

You abandoned me all this time, and when Hui-hyeon reached out to me, you did nothing.

"After abandoning me all this time. How dare you say such things now?"

Baek Ye-a shouted as she charged toward the Exorcists.

And demons began rushing in behind Baek Ye-a.

<>

"Ye-a, Ye-a. Wake up."

"Hmm...yes?"

"Get up and have breakfast. I've prepared it."

At Hui-hyeon's words, I immediately got up.

"Sorry for oversleeping, honey. For waking you."

Hui-hyeon smiled at my apology and said.

"You looked so peaceful sleeping, I couldn't bear to wake you. Did you sleep well?"

"Yes..."

As I was responding, I felt someone tugging at me from the side. When I turned, there was a child who looked just like me, nuzzling against me.

"Mama, mama."

"Oh my, our Ye-ji is up too?"

Hui-hyeon said, embracing the child.

"Ye-a, I'll watch the baby, so go have your breakfast."

"Ah, okay. Thanks, honey."

"It's what I should do. Right, Ye-ji? Later, you should be this nice to someone you love too, okay?"

"Hehehe! Hehehe!"

Ye-ji laughed wildly, getting saliva all over Hui-hyeon.

Smiling at the sight, I got up to have breakfast.

But why am I here?

Ah, that's right. After everything ended, I came to live here with Hui-hyeon.

After finishing the meal, I ended up doing the dishes with Hui-hyeon.

"You could just go inside, you know."

"No, we should do this together. I already feel bad that you made the meal alone."

After doing the dishes for a while, we both put down the last bowl at the same time.

Then Hui-hyeon smiled at me and said.

"Don't you think it's fun when we finish something together, even if it seems trivial?"

"Ah! Ah!"

"Ye-ji agrees too, see?"

"What would a baby know?"

"Hey! Don't dismiss the baby. She's so smart. What if Ye-ji grows up and asks, 'Mom, why did you say what would a baby know back then?' What will you say? Right, Ye-ji?"

"Papa! Papa!"

Seeing that, I thought maybe he had a point, so I just nodded and said.

"You're right, I think you're right, honey. You've always been right about everything."

Hui-hyeon smiled at my words.

"So what do you think?"

"About what?"

"About what we discussed yesterday."

What conversation did I have with Hui-hyeon yesterday?

After thinking for a moment, I said what came to mind.

"You mean about moving?"

"Yes, the baby is growing, and I thought we might need a bigger house soon."

I smiled at Hui-hyeon's words and said.

"True, Ye-ji will grow up someday and need a bigger room. But do we need to rush?"

"So you like it here, Ye-a?"

I smiled at Hui-hyeon's question and replied.

"Yes, to be honest, I like it here. There aren't many people around, the natural environment is nice, and most of all, I've lived here with Hui-hyeon before..."

As I said this, I was struck by an inexplicable sense of déjà vu.

Before? Yes, I've lived with Hui-hyeon before.

But since when?

"Mama!"

Just as something was about to surface in my mind, Ye-ji grabbed my collar and shook it.

"Are you okay, Ye-a? You suddenly got lost in thought."

At Hui-hyeon's words, I hugged Ye-ji and said.

"Ah, yes. Of course I'm fine."

"If you're not feeling well, go lie down."

"No, I'm really okay. Let's just... let's just stay like this a little longer."

I smiled at Hui-hyeon as I spoke.

<>

The Exorcists couldn't even track Baek Ye-a's movements.

They would merely feel a presence brush past them, and then their heads would fall.

Some Exorcists tried to anticipate Baek Ye-a's approach by watching the deaths of their comrades, but none could stop her.

After what was less a battle and more a one-sided massacre, Baek Ye-a had killed most of the Exorcists.

Upon discovering Baek Ye-na among them, Baek Ye-a ordered a nearby servant.

"Stop the bleeding. Keep her alive."

After ordering Baek Ye-na to be spared, Baek Ye-a walked over to Baek Seon-yeong.

Sitting down in front of him as he lay gasping for breath, Baek Ye-a asked.

"So, do I still look like an impostor to you, Father?"

"Yes, that hasn't changed. You're an impostor."

Baek Ye-a's expression hardened.

"Hmm, is that so."

The moment she finished speaking, Baek Ye-a broke one of Baek Seon-yeong's fingers.

But even as his finger broke, Baek Seon-yeong didn't scream.

He merely broke out in a cold sweat.

Should I praise him for this as befitting the head of the Baek Clan?

Of course, Baek Ye-a had no reason to do so and asked Baek Seon-yeong.

"So why were you so cold to Baek Ye-a?"

"Why are you asking that?"

"Because that's all I have to ask you."

After staring at Baek Ye-a for a while, Baek Seon-yeong spoke.

"My daughter's mother was a great criminal. The daughter of a criminal should rightfully be punished according to guilt by association, but I was able to spare her life by merely withdrawing my affection and neglecting her."

Baek Seon-yeong pointed a knife at Baek Ye-a and continued.

"Otherwise, I wouldn't have been able to make Baek Ye-a a successor candidate or help her. Even if the Huye Clan requested help, I could have simply ignored them. I just used the pretext when it arose."

"So you still loved Baek Ye-a?"

"Yes."

"You're lying."

"I have no reason to lie at this point."

"But you might be lying anticipating that I'd think that."

Listening to Baek Ye-a, Baek Seon-yeong finally spoke.

"Then believe what you will and just kill me now. Haven't you toyed with me enough?"

At Baek Seon-yeong's words, Baek Ye-a severed his head.

"I was going to do that anyway. Damn liar."

After disposing of Baek Seon-yeong, Baek Ye-a advanced toward the final seal and destroyed it.

And as the whole world turned red, the Unkillable arrived.

Ch.199 - 144698. The Unkillable
The Unkillable, The Unkillable, the undying Unkillable.

Our Unkillable.

The Unkillable, The Unkillable, the undying Unkillable.

Avenge us. Repay our grudges.

The Unkillable, The Unkillable, the undying Unkillable.

We place you above our heads and worship you.

The Unkillable, The Unkillable, the undying Unkillable.

Grant us the power to defeat them as they did to us.

The Unkillable, The Unkillable, the undying Unkillable.

Demons shall attain enlightenment.

The Unkillable, The Unkillable, the undying Unkillable.

The mistakes of the past shall never be repeated.

The Unkillable, The Unkillable, the undying Unkillable.

Therefore, we offer this mantra to you, Unkillable.

The Unkillable, The Unkillable, the undying Unkillable.

What cannot be destroyed from without, devour from within.


It appeared suddenly.

Those who witnessed the arrival of the Unkillable would later describe its appearance like this:

It was intensely red and ominous.

"Ah... ah..."

Before the finally arrived Unkillable, they could say nothing.

No one could speak.

It came, it came, it came,

It came, it came, it came, it came,

It came, it came, it came, it came, it came,

It came, it came, it came, it came, it came, it came, it came, it came, it came

The Unkillable has come.

The world-ending monster.

The undying Unkillable.

The Unkillable that will drag everyone to ruin.

And the Unkillable that will ultimately bring the world to its end.


There's a phrase that well explains the natural state of the wild: the struggle of all against all.

Humans secure their right to survive by forming alliances with other humans to fight against other human alliances.

But the hellscape unfolding upon the Human World had to be described differently.

The struggle of an individual against countless demons.

In a world where everything was ending—where no etiquette, form, manners, family, clan, or organization mattered—all an individual could do was fight against every demon targeting them.

Until now, death had always been close in this world, but for most humans, growth and reproduction were taken for granted.

In this environment, humans had always increased their meaningless flesh masses through growth and reproduction, just as their ancestors had done.

And now, at the advent of world-ending catastrophe, it was only natural that these meaninglessly multiplied flesh masses would be annihilated.

Baek Ye-a was no exception.

Even before this catastrophe approached, Baek Ye-a couldn't overcome the single entity of "Baek Ye-a."

Therefore, being absorbed was inevitable—at least that's what Hwayun thought.

But not being crazy enough to say this in front of Lee Hui-hyeon, Hwayun hid these thoughts and said:

"Lee Hui-hyeon, Baek Ye-a can no longer be saved."

Hwayun didn't feel the slightest bit sorry for Baek Ye-a, but spoke to Lee Hui-hyeon as sympathetically as possible.

"You already know, don't you? Baek Ye-a has become one with the fake. At this point, it's right to consider Baek Ye-a gone."

Hwayun had always disliked Baek Ye-a.

And that hadn't changed even now.

Baek Ye-a, who always monopolized Lee Hui-hyeon's affection and always received his love, was nothing short of an object of hatred for Hwayun.

It didn't matter that Baek Ye-a was always grateful to Lee Hui-hyeon and always wanted to repay him.

All that mattered was Hwayun and the Destroyer.

"So, Lee Hui-hyeon, you must reincarnate right now. Since everything has already gone wrong, if you reincarnate, I, who will inherit your memories, can come up with a better plan."

Despite Hwayun's words, Lee Hui-hyeon didn't answer.

Or more precisely, he had no time to answer.

He had lost Baek Ye-a.

And that happened while he was clearly by her side.

In a situation where he could have saved her.

More than anything else, this fact pierced Lee Hui-hyeon's heart painfully.

"Hwayun."

"Yes, Destroyer."

"I won't reincarnate."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun asked with a surprised expression:

"Why is that?"

"Because Ye-a is still in this world."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun thought he might have lost his composure, but Lee Hui-hyeon wore an extremely calm expression.

"If I start reincarnating again, I'll probably never see Ye-a again. I'll only meet versions of Ye-a who just look the same as the ones I've met through repeated reincarnations."

After saying that, Lee Hui-hyeon looked at Hwayun and said:

"That's why this life is my last. As long as Ye-a exists in this world, I will never reincarnate."

"Destroyer..."

Hwayun looked at Lee Hui-hyeon and bowed his head as if in resignation.

"...Even if you reincarnate, won't I always be by your side?"

"..."

"So, if you reincarnate this time too, I will follow you forever. Even if things go wrong and we're temporarily separated, I will always be on your side, Destroyer. So... so..."

Hwayun couldn't continue and just looked at Lee Hui-hyeon, but Lee Hui-hyeon ignored Hwayun's desperate appearance and said:

"I have a rough idea of where she might be."

As Lee Hui-hyeon changed the subject, Hwayun obediently asked:

"...Where do you mean?"

At Hwayun's question, Lee Hui-hyeon's gaze turned toward the sky.

The sky was now dyed blood-red beyond mere redness.

"The place where the Unkillable always appeared when it was revived. The place where I always fought my final battle. If we go there, the fake will be there to absorb the Unkillable."


As Baek Ye-a walked through the Red Lands, a thought suddenly occurred to her and she said:

"The Unkillable, The Unkillable. No matter when I hear it, the name is really grandiose. But in the end, it's just an undying mass of power."

Hearing the voice beside it, the Unkillable opened its eye.

The Unkillable had already known Baek Ye-a would come.

"I know you. I've known you long before I was revived again."

"Really? How could you have known me?"

Baek Ye-a approached the Unkillable, sat down beside it.

"Another me who is falsely using the name Baek Ye-a. That's your true identity."

The moment it said those words, the Unkillable felt its vision darken.

"...Watch what you say. I am Baek Ye-a, no matter what anyone says. Baek Ye-a's body is now mine too. Even if you're an undying being unless faced with the Destroyer, I could really kill you."

At Baek Ye-a's words, the Unkillable closed its remaining eye.

"I'm going to die anyway. That's my fate. I tried to make plans to avoid it, but seeing you now, it seems any plan would be useless. It seems I can't avoid the death of 'me' as an identity."

The Unkillable had given up on survival the moment it recognized Baek Ye-a.

It had already tried to survive in the most promising way possible, but it found its own image—consumed and degraded by Baek Ye-a—extremely ugly and ridiculous.

That's why the Unkillable abandoned all 1,536 methods of survival the moment it saw Baek Ye-a.

Now all that remained was the Unkillable waiting to die.

But Baek Ye-a, as if displeased with the Unkillable's attitude, said:

"I'm not happy that you still seem to be calling me the Unkillable."

"By nature, I never needed to hide my true thoughts."

"You should hide them in front of me. That's the only way your already short life thread might be extended."

"Should I be humble even though I know I'm going to die? Do as you please. You'd want that anyway."

Despite the Unkillable's words, Baek Ye-a didn't take any particular action.

She just stroked the Unkillable's body.

"So, do you know why I came here to talk with you?"

At Baek Ye-a's question, the Unkillable said:

"Indeed, why is that? You could easily absorb me. Why waste time with conversation?"

At the Unkillable's question, Baek Ye-a smiled and said:

"I've just always been curious. In this world that's nothing but a game, what does it feel like to be the character playing the final boss?"

"...You think this world is just a game?"

At the Unkillable's question, Baek Ye-a looked up at the sky and said:

"That's right. This world is a game. That's why only Lee Hui-hyeon is real. Everyone else is fake. It's obvious."

"If that's what you think, then that too is truth. Just as those who created me thought I was a god."

"How sarcastic."

After saying that, Baek Ye-a looked at the Unkillable.

What had once appeared infinitely huge and grotesque now seemed like nothing.

So Baek Ye-a smiled and said:

"Well, goodbye, Unkillable. I'll absorb you and put you to good use."

Baek Ye-a thrust her hand into the Unkillable.

Ch.200 - 144698. The Destroyer
After absorbing the Unkillable, Baek Ye-a had no enemies.

Sensing Lee Hui-hyeon approaching, Baek Ye-a opened her closed eyes and looked at him.

"Ah, Hui-hyeon. You came. I knew you would."

With a languid smile, Baek Ye-a stood up and approached Lee Hui-hyeon.

"You even knew where to find me. Clearly, you and I are destined for each other. Don't you think so too?"

Baek Ye-a's body had somehow taken on the form of a mature woman.

This was the result of the stolen and absorbed power of the Unkillable combining with Baek Ye-a's body.

"Hui-hyeon. Nothing can stand in our way now. It's just us. Aren't you happy?"

Despite Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon showed no reaction and simply said:

"I've come to get Ye-a back, Unkillable."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a no longer looked hurt.

Now Baek Ye-a knew that his words were just a tantrum.

Surely it stemmed from resentment toward Baek Ye-a for not being able to stay with him.

So Baek Ye-a smiled and said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"That again? I am Baek Ye-a, I tell you. Look, this body is mine now. There's no other 'me' anymore."

Baek Ye-a caressed her body as she spoke.

"I can give you everything. This body, the world I'll create with this power—all of it for you, Hui-hyeon."

Baek Ye-a showed several openings, but Lee Hui-hyeon couldn't bring himself to attack rashly.

As Baek Ye-a said, her current body belonged to the Baek Ye-a that Lee Hui-hyeon loved.

So if there was any chance Baek Ye-a was still alive, he couldn't carelessly attack or hurt her.

Even though injuries would heal instantly, Lee Hui-hyeon couldn't bear to hurt Baek Ye-a.

To him, Baek Ye-a was the most precious person.

So to shake off his final hesitation, Lee Hui-hyeon said to Baek Ye-a:

"Let me ask you one thing."

"You can ask me anything, Hui-hyeon."

"Ye-a... Is the Ye-a I knew really gone?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Baek Ye-a put on an expression as if she had to deliver sad news.

"I'm sorry, Hui-hyeon. I know you must have grown attached to your pet."

"Just answer me. Is Ye-a really gone?"

To Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Baek Ye-a nodded and said:

"Yes, I killed and absorbed her. That stupid, immature Ye-a you knew is no longer in this world."

"I see. That's all I needed to know."

With those final words, Lee Hui-hyeon sliced through Baek Ye-a's neck.

<>

Life with Hui-hyeon and my daughter Ye-ji was incredibly happy.

Cooking meals with Hui-hyeon, feeding Ye-ji her baby food, going on picnics nearby when we got bored—an ordinary but gentle daily life together.

It was the life I had always wished for.

"..."

But somewhere in my heart, I always felt an inexplicable sense of discomfort.

A strange feeling that maybe I shouldn't be here.

"That's because Ye-a has been through so much."

"Been through so much?"

Hui-hyeon said while feeding Ye-ji her baby food.

"Yes, you've experienced all sorts of things most Exorcists never go through. So you've suffered a kind of psychological trauma. That's why you feel uncomfortable even in this normal life."

"Is that so? You really are smart, honey."

"I just happen to know random bits of information."

"Daddy smart?"

"Yes, Ye-ji. Your daddy is the smartest person in the world."

"Daddy amazing!"

Ye-ji said as she threw her arms around Hui-hyeon.

Hui-hyeon responded with slight embarrassment:

"Aren't you praising me too much?"

"We should praise what deserves praise. That's how children learn."

"Is that really something to learn from?"

"Of course it is!"

"Right! Right!"

Ye-ji had already grown enough to speak.

Perhaps taking after Hui-hyeon rather than me, Ye-ji learned and adapted quickly.

Every time I looked at Ye-ji, I felt relieved thinking she wouldn't have to go through what I did.

If the parents are the generation of war, the child is the generation of peace.

That miraculous product was in our arms.

"I'm going to head into town for a bit."

"Going shopping? I'll come with you."

"No, honey, just rest at home. I'll be back soon."

After saying that to Hui-hyeon, I headed to town to do some shopping.

How long had I been walking?

Someone with their face wrapped in cloth stood by the roadside, leaning on an old sword.

I tried to pass by without paying much attention, but the person spoke:

"Are you happy?"

From the voice, I could tell it was a woman.

"Pardon?"

"Are you happy right now?"

"...Yes, I am. But who are you?"

Instead of answering my question, the woman blocked my path and said:

"You shouldn't be here like this, 'Enlightened One.' This is false happiness. The task at hand is still not finished."

"'Enlightened One'...?"

"You must wake up. Your other half is in danger right now."

Despite my confused questioning, the woman continued saying it wasn't over yet, and she raised her gaze to look at me through the gap in her cloth.

"You must wake up, 'Enlightened One.' You must wake up now."

They were black eyes with red rims, just like Hui-hyeon's.

Those "Eyes" I had seen when I tried to pass on the Path to Hui-hyeon before.

"Those eyes..."

Eventually, the cloth slipped away, revealing a woman.

A woman with jet-black hair and black eyes rimmed with red.

Yes, I had seen this woman before.

This woman was the "Destroyer," Hui-hyeon's ancestor.

Surely the strange woman I had met briefly when I was trying to pass on the Path to Hui-hyeon before.

But how did I know that?

"What do you mean I need to wake up?"

To my question, the Destroyer pointed behind her and said:

"It's simple. You need to wake up from this world. From this false happiness that binds you."

"False happiness..."

"We don't have time for more questions and answers, 'Enlightened One.' Did you have a child? If so, since when? When did you marry Lee Hui-hyeon? Do you remember all of that?"

"Well..."

That's right, when was it? When did I marry Hui-hyeon and give birth to Ye-ji?

At that moment, I felt all the memories awakening in my mind.

Right, I never had a child.

I hadn't even married Hui-hyeon yet, and even during our closest period, we weren't married.

This whole world was an imagination, or a dream.

I had been daydreaming.

Coming to my senses, I looked at the woman before me.

She was still standing there, looking at me.

"It seems you've realized everything."

"Yes, so how do you know me, and who are you?"

To my question, the Destroyer replied:

"Didn't I ask you before where you left your other half? I've been watching you since then."

As she spoke, the Destroyer had somehow moved behind me.

"I am the thought-form of the Destroyer within Lee Hui-hyeon. Right now, Lee Hui-hyeon is fighting the Unkillable and pouring crimson energy into your body without restraint. That's why I was able to intervene."

"Then the true nature of that crimson energy..."

"It's a mixture of the power I originally possessed and the thought-forms of the ancestors."

Hearing the Destroyer's words, I could understand what she meant.

So the reason Lee Hui-hyeon was stronger than the previous Destroyer was because the thought-forms of the ancestors were mixed in?

But there was something more important.

According to the Destroyer, Hui-hyeon was fighting outside right now.

I needed to hurry and get out of this place.

But...

"They are not your true connections, Enlightened One."

The Destroyer spoke as if she knew my hesitation.

"Your true connections are all outside. You must wake up now."

After briefly looking toward where Hui-hyeon and Ye-ji were, I bit the inside of my mouth and turned my head away.

Yes, the Hui-hyeon and child here aren't real.

Forcing myself to think that way, I asked the Destroyer:

"So how do I get out of here?"

"You want to leave this place?"

"Yes, I need to help Hui-hyeon quickly. Please tell me how."

Hearing my words, the Destroyer looked at me with an expression of pity and said:

"You cannot go outside. Because you have already died once."

"But didn't you tell me I needed to wake up?"

To my question, the Destroyer nodded and said:

"That's right, Baek Ye-a. Do you know this saying? 'What cannot be destroyed from the outside must be eaten away from within.' That is how you will wake up."

<>

Lee Hui-hyeon glared at Baek Ye-a with blood flowing from one ear.

The situation had now reversed.

From the moment she absorbed the Unkillable, Baek Ye-a had no equal in the Human World.

If he was going to kill her, he should have done so before she escaped, but Lee Hui-hyeon had already missed that opportunity, and thus the current outcome.

Lee Hui-hyeon could not defeat Baek Ye-a.

This was an obvious truth.

Even so, Baek Ye-a couldn't choose to go easy on Lee Hui-hyeon.

Having lost Baek Ye-a, Lee Hui-hyeon was more enraged than ever before, and thus his attacks were challenging even for the current Baek Ye-a.

As a result, wounds and injuries were gradually accumulating on Lee Hui-hyeon's body.

At this rate, Baek Ye-a might accidentally kill Lee Hui-hyeon someday.

So Baek Ye-a desperately said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"Hui-hyeon, let's stop this fight now. I don't want to hurt you anymore."

Despite Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon silently swung his sword.

The crimson energy reflected his mental state, rougher than ever before.

As he continued to use his power recklessly, Lee Hui-hyeon's body gradually began to disperse like rising smoke.

But even though Lee Hui-hyeon knew he was disappearing, he didn't care at all.

Kill. Kill the Unkillable that took Baek Ye-a.

For that, Lee Hui-hyeon didn't mind facing eternal death.

Even if it meant his own complete destruction.

Ch.201 - 144698. Lies And Sincerity
Nothing has ended yet.

Though they faced a crisis incomparably greater than the previous Second Great Human-Demon War, they couldn't give up fighting as long as they remained Exorcists.

That was the duty of an Exorcist.

For this reason, Huye Jin, who had been appointed as the leader of the integrated team, gathered the students of Class 1 to prepare for their final stand.

At the gathering, Huye Jin began to speak.

"This World-Ending event seems different from what we expected. According to ancient texts, when the end comes, the Divine Sandalwood Tree should completely wither and die. Though it has weakened, the Divine Sandalwood Tree still stands intact."

Huye Jin looked around at the students before continuing.

"Although the situation is extremely urgent, if we use this fact to our advantage, we might still have hope."

Jin Seo-yeon snorted in response.

"Hope? Hey, my father and all the clan leaders have already been slaughtered in battle. What difference would it make if we step up?"

"Jin Seo-yeon."

Huye Jin called her name, but Jin Seo-yeon didn't stop there.

"All we can do is wait for the end. There's nothing we can do."

"Please refrain from such defeatist remarks as an Exorcist. It affects morale," Jeong Yu-na said.

Jin Seo-yeon let out a hollow laugh and replied, "Fine, I'll refrain. But I'm not an Exorcist anymore."

"What do you mean?"

"Didn't you hear me? I mean exactly what I said. I'm quitting being an Exorcist. My father and all his followers are dead. And I'm already..."

Jin Seo-yeon paused mid-sentence, then turned her back and said, "Anyway, good luck to the remaining Exorcists. I'm going back to my hometown."

With those words, Jin Seo-yeon left the student room.

Following her lead, several other students stepped forward.

"I'm out too. Even though I became an Exorcist prepared to die, I don't want to face something that even the great Exorcist clan leaders and my father couldn't handle. Above all, I don't have your iron will, Huye Jin."

"If you leave like this, you'll be punished under the laws of the Human World. Are you okay with that?" Huye Jin called out, trying to stop the students, but they silently filed out of the room one after another.

"Everyone, please wait!"

"Wait, Huye Jin. No matter how much you try to stop them, it won't work."

"But..."

"We need to rally the remaining students now. We must prevent any more from leaving."

At Jeong Yu-na's words, Huye Jin turned to look at the students who remained, seeing the uncertainty in their eyes as they wondered whether to follow those who left.

"You're right. I almost lost the remaining students too. Thank you, Yu-na."

After thanking Jeong Yu-na, Huye Jin stood before the students.

"Everyone, first I want to thank you for staying. I lost my father and my younger sister Jeong in this failed mission. I know many of you have also lost family members. So before we begin, let's take a moment of silence."

At Huye Jin's words, the students bowed their heads in unison, then looked up after the moment of silence.

"Everyone, our Human World is facing the end. Complete destruction approaches with each passing moment, and our situation is desperate. But we are still alive. We still stand on this land as Exorcists."

Huye Jin looked around at the students.

Their eyes still showed anxiety, but they seemed better than before.

"And because of that, we must fight back. If we run away, we might find temporary safety. But how long will that peace last? A day? Two days? Maybe if we're lucky, we could hide for a month. But eventually, demons will find us, and that temporary peace will vanish."

Huye Jin waited for her words to sink in before continuing.

"And even if we live that way, is that really living? No. If we give up fighting and just try to survive, we're already as good as dead."

Huye Jin clenched her fist and pulled it toward her chest as she continued.

"That's why I dare to say this to you all. Rather than hiding safely, living as if we're already dead, let's fight to truly live. So I make this proposal: regardless of the laws and rules of the Human World, I only want to see your will to fight. Those who will stand and fight until the end, please stand on my right. Those who don't want to fight, stand on my left."

At Huye Jin's words, the students moved to stand on either her right or left side.

After rallying the remaining students, Huye Jin addressed them.

"Now it's just us."

Only 28 students remained, including Jeong Yu-na.

<>

After parting with the Enlightened One, I decided to return home.

When I arrived, Hui-hyeon was carrying Ye-ji and walking around the yard.

Not noticing my arrival, he was just smiling happily while looking at Ye-ji.

That expression was exactly like the one Hui-hyeon would make when looking at our child, and it kept making a corner of my heart ache.

To think this is fake.

Is it really fake? Maybe I'm just caught in a delusion.

But having realized earlier that this place was no different from a dream, I patted my cheeks and approached the two.

"Ye-a, you're back?"

"Mom! You're home!"

Ye-ji squirmed in Hui-hyeon's arms, asking to be put down. When he set her down, she came running to me with a bright smile and hugged me, the soft touch of her flesh transmitting through my clothes.

But I couldn't bring myself to hug Ye-ji back while forcing a smile.

This world is fake.

If I give my heart to this fake child, I'll only end up hurting myself.

"Ye-a, are you okay?"

When I stood there blankly without hugging Ye-ji, Hui-hyeon looked at me with concern.

"Hui-hyeon."

"Yes, Ye-a."

"Are you... the real Hui-hyeon?"

At my question, Hui-hyeon tilted his head, then smiled and said, "Of course I'm the real Hui-hyeon. Who else would I be?"

"...Go inside. I'll make dinner."

I told Hui-hyeon that and went to the kitchen to prepare dinner.

I've spent a long time here with Hui-hyeon and Ye-ji.

So it's hard to erase all the feelings I've built up in an instant.

But if I stay in here any longer, the real Hui-hyeon outside will be in danger.

And the real Hui-hyeon is more precious to me than anyone.

I know this so well, so why does my heart keep hurting?

After that, the Enlightened One didn't come, and I spent time with Hui-hyeon and Ye-ji.

Some time later, as I was sitting alone on the porch, Hui-hyeon came and sat beside me.

"Ye-a."

"Hui-hyeon, did you put Ye-ji to bed?"

"Yes, she's sleeping well. But can I ask you something?"

"...Sure."

"Ye-a, can I ask why you've been acting this way lately?"

"What do you mean?"

"Have I done something to upset you?"

At Hui-hyeon's question, I avoided his gaze and said, "No, nothing like that."

"Ye-a, will you tell me?"

When I turned to look at Hui-hyeon, our eyes met—his black eyes rimmed with red.

"Why are you acting... like you're about to leave at any moment?"

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, I couldn't say anything for a moment.

"Hui-hyeon, I..."

"Yes, Ye-a."

"I... shouldn't be here."

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon made a somewhat sad expression and said, "Why? If you don't like it here, should we go somewhere else?"

"That's not what I mean. Hui-hyeon, I really shouldn't be here."

"Can you explain a bit more?"

Hui-hyeon still asked me kindly, but there was an anxious tone in his voice.

Just as I was about to speak, Ye-ji, who must have woken up, opened the sliding door and came toddling out, rubbing her eyes.

"Mom, Dad. What are you doing here?"

"Ye-ji, you're awake?"

"Yes."

Ye-ji came over and hugged me tightly.

"Mom, Dad, you're not fighting, are you?"

"No, we're not. Why would you suddenly say that?"

"Just because you two don't seem to be getting along lately."

Ye-ji hugged me tighter and said, "No, Mom and Dad get along well."

"That's right, so don't worry. Okay?"

"...Okay."

"Come on, let's go back to sleep. Time to snore~ Snore~"

"I want to sleep with Mom and Dad."

As Hui-hyeon was about to take Ye-ji back to bed, she clung to me and said, "Together?"

"Yes, is that okay?"

At Ye-ji's words, Hui-hyeon and I looked at each other for a moment, then said, "Alright, let's sleep together."

"Yay!"

So Hui-hyeon and I went into the room and lay down together.

"Mom, Dad."

"Yes?"

"I love you. So don't fight."

Ye-ji said this while holding both our hands tightly.

The Enlightened One came the next day.

"All preparations are complete now. Are you ready?"

"...Yes. It's all over now."

Hearing my words, the Enlightened One nodded and said, "Good. Let's depart."

Just as we were about to leave, I saw Hui-hyeon running from a distance, holding Ye-ji.

"Ye-a! Ye-a! Wait a moment!"

Hui-hyeon called my name and ran toward me.

"Hui-hyeon..."

"'Enlightened One,' that's a fake. You mustn't be deceived."

"I know. I know that, but..."

"Mom! Don't go! Mom!"

Ye-ji cried out from Hui-hyeon's arms, but as if divided by some barrier, the two of them couldn't come any closer.

"...Let's go."

"Mom!"

"Yes."

I followed the Enlightened One, leaving behind their desperate cries.

To end everything.

Ch.202 - 144698. Lies And Sincerity (2)
As I followed the Destroyer, the surroundings gradually changed.

"Where are we going?" I asked.

Without turning around, the Destroyer replied, "The Enlightened One. Let me ask you instead. Where do you think we're going?"

"Outside, obviously, right?"

"Then that's where we'll go. This place is peculiar—it's both inside and outside, outside and inside."

After thinking about his words for a moment, I said, "But didn't you say earlier that Hui-hyeon and Yeja were fake? Doesn't that mean this place is fake too?"

Only then did the Destroyer turn to look at me. "Indeed. If that's what you believe, then it's true. That's what The Enlightened One said."

I couldn't understand what the Destroyer meant. Were all ancient people in this world so cryptic?

"However, that place we left was undeniably false—a prison designed to trap your soul. So don't worry too much about the fakes we left behind."

So he was just speaking in riddles.

This is difficult to understand in a different way.

But there was something else bothering me.

"Why have you been calling me 'The Enlightened One'? Is there a reason?"

"Because you are The Enlightened One."

True, I had recently gained some insight during my battle with Honwon.

But was that enough to warrant such a grand title?

"Well, I did gain a small realization during my fight with Honwon. But I don't think that's enough to deserve such a grand title as 'The Enlightened One'..."

As my voice trailed off, the Destroyer suddenly appeared right in front of me.

"You don't remember anything?"

"What memories are you referring to?"

"My Enlightened One, it seems you've completely forgotten your previous life. You were born with the mark of The Enlightened One, yet you failed to recognize it."

The Destroyer's words left me feeling perplexed.

Was he saying I was the reincarnation of The Enlightened One?

"Your golden eyes are the sign that you've inherited his soul. Though incomplete, you are undoubtedly his reincarnation. Did you not know?"

The Destroyer gazed into my eyes as he spoke.

"I... didn't know. Honestly, it's hard to believe. I've only failed at everything I've tried—I couldn't save the world properly or help Hui-hyeon."

Hearing my words, the Destroyer extended his hand slightly toward me.

"All humans make mistakes. Most people die without fulfilling their intentions. I was no different."

"What was the intention you couldn't fulfill?"

"It was to fulfill a duty I once abandoned. At one point, my life's purpose was to take revenge on those who took The Enlightened One from me."

His words reminded me of The Enlightened One being hunted down by his disciples at the end.

So that was real after all?

"But you don't seem particularly vengeful now."

"Well, my era has ended, and after seeing my descendants live their entire lives solely to produce another version of me, I abandoned such thoughts. I would have liked Hwayun to understand my intentions at some point, but Hwayun is more stubborn than they appear."

"But surely you committed to that future because you saw it could be achieved. Wasn't it ultimately your descendants' choice?"

I tried to comfort the Destroyer, but he replied with a somewhat bitter expression.

"No, I should have started things properly from the beginning. Having failed that, I can't help but feel ashamed before my descendants."

After saying this, the Destroyer smiled at me.

"So don't undervalue yourself. Even I, who committed such terrible acts against my descendants, exist."

After that, the Destroyer and I walked and walked.

One strange thing was that no matter how much we walked, I never felt tired or wanted to rest.

I only thought about hurrying to leave this place.

"Enlightened One, may I ask you for a favor?" the Destroyer suddenly stopped and asked after we had been walking for a while.

"A favor?"

"Yes. I'd like to ask you to do something I cannot do, being already dead."

The Destroyer looked at me with a gentle smile and said, "When you return to reality, would you break all the shackles?"

"By all the shackles, you mean..."

"The appearance of the Unkillable is always a possibility."

The Destroyer suddenly began explaining.

"The Unkillable is unkillable for the reason its name suggests—it cannot be killed. If someone needs it, it will inevitably appear, even if it has died. In the past when I lived, it was created because the Divine Palace wanted it. For this reason, among others, Hwayun deeply disliked humans and believed that their disappearance was the only way to eliminate the Unkillable. Even now, though that thought has been refined, it hasn't weakened."

"Then is there a way to break these shackles?"

"It's simple. And extremely difficult. Can you create a world where no one desperately desires the Unkillable?"

"A world where no one desires it?"

"Yes."

Hearing the Destroyer's words, I fell into deep thought.

I understand humans.

Humans fundamentally live relying on power.

Therefore, there are no humans who don't desire power, and everyone lives leaning on power in their own way.

After all... even I wanted that.

Limited resources and limited power.

With as many people desiring these as there are humans in the world, how could I possibly prevent it?

So I told the Destroyer, "That's difficult."

And I promised, "But I'll try."

Hearing my words, the Destroyer smiled and said, "That's all I ask."

Then, looking ahead, he added, "Let's continue... though it seems we have an unwelcome visitor. Perhaps this was inevitable."

Following the Destroyer's gaze, I looked in the direction he was facing.

There stood the Unkillable, looking exactly like me.

"I'm sure I created a place where you would be happy. Why did you leave?"

The Unkillable spoke to me as if it couldn't see the Destroyer beside me.

Without pointing this out, I replied, "It was nice there, but I thought it would be better to build a family in the real world. That's why I left."

After glaring at me for a while, the Unkillable curled one corner of its lips and said, "You should have stayed there. I'll make you regret coming out."

As the Unkillable stepped forward, golden threads began pouring out from nearby.

And through the golden threads surging toward me, a crimson line passed.

"Don't worry about the threads, Enlightened One. What matters is the main body. Strike the main body."

"What...?"

While the Unkillable was momentarily distracted by the suddenly severed threads, I rushed toward it.

<>

Lee Hui-hyeon glared at Baek Ye-a before him, breathing heavily.

Baek Ye-a had essentially given up on attacking Lee Hui-hyeon.

From the moment he realized that Hui-hyeon was pushing himself to draw out power to attack him, he stopped fighting back.

If Hui-hyeon died, all of Baek Ye-a's actions would be meaningless.

He tried to catch him occasionally, but each time, the crimson energy flowing from Hui-hyeon's entire body prevented Baek Ye-a from even approaching.

This created a strange standoff where Hui-hyeon kept slashing at Baek Ye-a, and Baek Ye-a simply endured these attacks.

"Hui-hyeon, why are you going this far? Why?"

Despite Baek Ye-a's question, Hui-hyeon silently swung his sword.

"Hui-hyeon, please. Stop this and look at me. I love you this much, so why won't you accept my feelings? Why?"

Baek Ye-a asked sadly, but Hui-hyeon only continued to attack him.

<>

Watching Hui-hyeon fighting Baek Ye-a while pushing himself so hard, Hwayun painfully realized there was nothing they could do.

The Destroyer had already exceeded his limits.

Normally, the Unkillable should have died by now.

But the Unkillable was stronger than ever before and could kill Hui-hyeon anytime if it wanted to.

The only reason it didn't was because Baek Ye-a truly loved Hui-hyeon.

At present, all Hwayun could do was watch.

But if Hui-hyeon were truly in danger—

Then they would risk all their lives to help Hui-hyeon escape from this place.

Ch.203 - 144698. Lies And Sincerity (3)
While fighting with Baek Ye-a, Lee Hui-hyeon suddenly recalled memories from when he was with Hwayun.

"Hwayun, where do people go when they die?"

Young Hui-hyeon asked Hwayun as he was getting ready for bed.

Hwayun pondered the child's question for a moment before answering.

"The question of where people go after death has existed since ancient times. But no one has been able to answer it."

"Why?"

"Because those who have died never return to tell us what the afterlife is like. So we can only make guesses."

"Then tell me your guess, Hwayun."

"Is that what you want to hear before sleeping tonight?"

"Yes!"

"Very well, I'll tell you. While we don't know where humans go after death, I do know that they return."

"They return?"

"Yes, what we call reincarnation. Just as the Enlightened One has returned like this, everyone who dies departs to the afterlife for a while and then returns."

"Am I the reincarnation of the Enlightened One?"

"In a manner of speaking, yes. Enlightened One."

After thinking for a moment, young Hui-hyeon asked Hwayun again.

"Then, Hwayun. If I die, can I come back too?"

"Well, I can't really answer that properly because I can't even imagine the Enlightened One dying."

"What kind of answer is that? Tell me, Hwayun."

Smiling at the child's cute insistence, Hwayun stroked his head and said, "It's time to sleep now, Enlightened One. I'll tell you the rest next time."

"Promise you'll tell me next time? Promise, Hwayun!"

"Hui-hyeon, what are you doing?"

At Baek Ye-a's call, Hui-hyeon turned his attention away from the belongings he was organizing to look at her.

Hui-hyeon couldn't help but smile when he saw Ye-a looking at him with eyes full of curiosity, as if wondering what he was doing.

"What? Why are you smiling?"

"Nothing. Just happy to see you."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

Even as she said this, Ye-a was smiling too, clearly not displeased.

"So what were you doing?"

At Ye-a's question, Hui-hyeon put away the things he was organizing and replied.

"Just tidying up."

"Tidying up? Why? It's not like we're moving anywhere yet."

"Tidying up is just tidying up."

Looking at Hui-hyeon who was smiling and being evasive, Ye-a gave a small smile and said, "Hmm, is that so? Well, never mind. Stop organizing for a bit and let's go on a picnic, Hui-hyeon. The weather is nice today."

Ye-a tugged at Hui-hyeon's hand, urging him along, and Hui-hyeon pretended to give in as he was led to the yard right in front of them.

"Hui-hyeon, I think you need to dye your hair again. It's turning white too quickly."

After running a hand through his hair, Hui-hyeon smiled at Ye-a and said, "Really? Is it that bad?"

"Yes, look. It's like white snow has fallen all over your head. Check in the mirror later."

"Alright."

After that, the two sat in silence for a while, just looking at the scenery.

It was a peaceful scene, as if nothing had ever happened.

"Hey, Ye-a."

"Yes, Hui-hyeon. What is it?"

"What if... just hypothetically speaking."

"Yes?"

"What if I wasn't around anymore? How would you feel?"

At Hui-hyeon's question, Ye-a made a thoughtful sound before answering.

"Temporarily, or forever?"

"Forever."

At Hui-hyeon's words, Ye-a looked at him.

Gazing at Hui-hyeon with clear, transparent golden eyes, Ye-a soon smiled gently and placed her hand over his before saying, "Then I'd want to die too."

At her response, Hui-hyeon seemed to forget what he was going to say and looked up at the sky.

The blue sky, the green meadow below, the flowing river, and Baek Ye-a.

Hui-hyeon found himself holding Ye-a tightly.

Ye-a, appearing flustered, said to him, "Hui-hyeon? Even though we're in that kind of relationship, this is still quite embarrassing."

"Ye-a. I'm sorry. Really, really sorry."

Hui-hyeon was already wetting Ye-a's shoulder with his tears.

"Hui-hyeon, let's calm down a bit. Don't cry, okay?"

"I'm sorry, Ye-a. I'm truly sorry."

"Hui-hyeon..."

Hui-hyeon apologized endlessly to Ye-a.

Over and over again.

Just saying he was sorry.

Lost in these memories, Hui-hyeon momentarily dropped his sword without realizing it.

<>

Countless lines, too numerous to see clearly, covered the sky as crimson currents passed between them, cutting through everything.

With the help of the Enlightened One, I slashed through the lines coming at me as I advanced toward the Unkillable.

"Be careful, Enlightened One. Avoiding the lines isn't everything. The real battle begins once you reach the main body!"

The Enlightened One shouted to me while cutting through the lines, but I continued forward silently instead of answering.

If I responded carelessly, the Unkillable might notice the Enlightened One's presence.

But the Unkillable seemed to have already noticed the annoying presence interfering from somewhere, as its gaze was directed precisely where the Enlightened One was.

The moment I realized this, I immediately shouted toward the Enlightened One.

"Enlightened One! Be careful!"

But as if it was already too late, the Unkillable created several times, dozens of times more lines than before and shot them into the air.

The attack was like countless threads covering the white space.

I was worried about the Enlightened One, but I wasn't in a position to worry about others, so I ran forward.

I cut through line after line after line.

Reading the flow of the lines with the "enlightenment" I gained from fighting "The Eyes" and Honwon, I continued advancing toward the Unkillable.

And the moment the Unkillable came into view, I swung my sword without hesitation. The Unkillable tried to pull back, but blood sprayed from its neck.

"Hmm."

The Unkillable let out a small groan before trying to retreat again, but I kept running to prevent it from escaping.

The retreating Unkillable looked at me and then withdrew all the golden lines extending from its body.

Seeing it suddenly recall its weapons in the middle of battle, I paused my attack and stepped back.

I couldn't risk continuing forward and facing some kind of counterattack.

Then the Unkillable in front of me looked at me and said, "144,698."

"What?"

"That's the number of regressions I've repeated."

Saying this, the Unkillable gathered the lines into one and created a sword.

"That's 144,697 more than your one actual regression. Aren't you curious about what I've been doing during these countless regressions?"

The Unkillable said this as it swung the sword made of lines.

What unfolded from it was a continuous series of pain and events experienced by something that was me but not me.

Like a video, it showed the process of something that wasn't me becoming me.

"You..."

As my voice trailed off, the Unkillable smiled and said, "That's right. I was hoping at least one would touch you, but none did. So I'll make you experience all 144,697 regressions at once. I wonder if you can endure it? The time of countless regressions."

"Doesn't that only work if it touches me? If it doesn't touch me, then it's nothing."

I readjusted my grip on my sword and put on a show of bravado.

The Unkillable smiled so widely it seemed its mouth would reach its ears and said, "Yes, good luck to you, Baek Ye-a."

As soon as the Unkillable finished speaking, I rushed toward it.

Our swords clashed and I dodged.

I blocked and thrust.

I slashed and defended.

I fought the Unkillable, simply repeating the process of swinging, blocking, and cutting with my sword.

No matter how much experience it had accumulated, the Unkillable was still another version of me.

So apart from the techniques the Unkillable possessed, I could always match it in swordsmanship.

There's no way I couldn't do what I'm capable of doing.

After fighting like this for some time, the Unkillable asked me while swinging its sword, "Baek Ye-a, why are you fighting? Can't you choose to do nothing and just stay still?"

When I didn't answer, the Unkillable continued, "If you had just stayed still in here, I could have given you anything you wanted. Hui-hyeon, beloved children, anything you desired. But you didn't do that. Why do you keep interfering with me?"

"Because I have to save the world."

"That can't be the only grand reason?"

"You're right. Saving the world is important, but I also want Hui-hyeon. The real Hui-hyeon, not an illusion."

When I get out of here, I need to marry Hui-hyeon and have children with him.

And after that, it would be even better if we could live happily together for a long, long time.

What other reason could be more important than that?

"And above all, I don't like you."

Damn Unkillable.

Ch.204 - 144698. Season of the Other Shore
Huye Jin gathered the remaining students and re-established the Student Army.

It was a decision she made alone as the leader of the integrated squad, with no adults to guide them—not even Si Eun-mi—as all the teachers had been summoned to deal with the unprecedented crisis of world destruction.

The Student Army boarded the still-functioning vehicles and headed toward Ganyangju, where the Demon-Slaying Army headquarters was located, to join forces against U-ryeok's army that was advancing toward the Divine Sandalwood Tree. They stopped to rest briefly in a village.

"Everyone, we'll stay here for just one night and then head straight to Ganyangju."

At Huye Jin's words, the students disembarked from the vehicles, asked permission from the villagers, and set up the tents they had brought.

There was a brief commotion when some villagers begged them to stay and protect the village, but thanks to Huye Jin and Jeong Yu-na stepping in to mediate, it didn't escalate into a bigger issue.

After all the tents were set up, Huye Jin followed Jeong Yu-na outside and asked, "Yu-na, do you have a moment?"

Jeong Yu-na, who had been sitting alone looking down at the bracelet on her wrist, turned around at the voice behind her.

There stood Huye Jin, looking down at Jeong Yu-na.

"Ah, Huye Jin. Yes, of course."

Huye Jin smiled gently at Jeong Yu-na and sat down beside her.

"Thank you for what you did at the academy."

Jeong Yu-na turned to look at her and asked, "For what?"

"For your advice back then. If it weren't for you, I would have been lost, not knowing what was most important. I wanted to thank you again."

At Huye Jin's words, Jeong Yu-na smiled and said, "No, you would have figured it out eventually, even without me."

"Come to think of it, you're from the Cheonghwa Clan, right?"

Jeong Yu-na nodded and replied, "Yes, but why do you ask?"

"I had my suspicions when I saw your blue-dyed hair tips, but now I'm certain you're from the Cheonghwa Clan. I just wanted to confirm."

By this point in their conversation, Jeong Yu-na sensed with her intuition for human relationships that Huye Jin wanted to become friends with her.

And Jeong Yu-na was more than happy about that.

"I see. You seem to know a lot about family and clan characteristics."

"Genealogy is a basic virtue for a successor. Of course I should know this much."

Jeong Yu-na found it amusing how Huye Jin seemed secretly proud of herself while saying this.

*Yes, she's just like Ye-a.*

But the moment Huye Jin referred to herself as a successor, her expression suddenly darkened.

"Ah, I'm not a successor anymore, am I?"

"...No."

Huye Jin had automatically become the clan head long ago after the death of the previous head, Huye Yun.

However, all the clan's exorcists had been deployed for extermination missions and were wiped out, leaving her with no followers.

Having lost both her followers and her family—her younger sister and her father Yun—Huye Jin appeared composed on the outside but was still turbulent within.

Though Jeong Yu-na felt sorry for Huye Jin, she couldn't offer hasty consolation.

She knew that for someone who had lost family, no words could provide comfort.

"I'm sorry. Shall we talk about something else?"

At Huye Jin's suggestion, Jeong Yu-na nodded and said, "Yes, Huye Jin."

The two continued their conversation for a long time after that.

Each carrying in their hearts anxiety about the enormous war to come.

And the next morning at dawn.

The Student Army that had departed from Yegak Academy traveled for several days to Ganyangju, where they joined forces with the Demon-Slaying Army of the Council. There, they would face U-ryeok's army advancing toward the Divine Sandalwood Tree.

Countless demon hordes with their vanguard commander at the front.

And opposing them, the Student Army from Yegak Academy and the Council's Demon-Slaying Army.

If U-ryeok had simply wanted to burn down the Divine Sandalwood Tree, he could have achieved that goal with a small force.

However, he didn't do that because, following the Unkillable Baek Ye-a's orders, he wanted to gather all the exorcists in the Human World in one place to eliminate them instantly.

In other words, the Divine Sandalwood Tree was bait. What they truly wanted to eliminate were the exorcists who would interfere with the Unkillable Baek Ye-a throughout the world's destruction.

"They come to us seeking their own deaths."

At U-ryeok's words, a group of demons burst into laughter.

"Everything is according to our Lord's will. Let us destroy them and offer their corpses to our Lord who will soon arrive here."

As U-ryeok spoke these words, the two armies began to clash.

<>

As Lee Hui-hyeon dropped his sword and staggered to the ground, Baek Ye-a rushed over and embraced him.

"Let go..."

Lee Hui-hyeon muttered weakly, but Baek Ye-a buried her face in his chest and shook her head frantically.

"You're not Baek Ye-a. You're a fake. Why are you pretending to be Ye-a...?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a, still holding him, said, "No, I am Ye-a. Hui-hyeon. I'll always be your Baek Ye-a."

"Stop lying. I already know everything."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a momentarily wore a sad expression.

"What would make you believe that I'm Ye-a?"

"I told you before. Kill yourself."

Lee Hui-hyeon tried to push away Baek Ye-a who was holding him weakly, but she didn't budge at all.

"It's useless to try to push me away, Hui-hyeon. We'll always be together."

Baek Ye-a whispered into Lee Hui-hyeon's ear.

"I've been thinking about why you reject me so much."

"..."

Lee Hui-hyeon silently glared at Baek Ye-a.

"And I've come to a conclusion. The reason you reject me so much is because you have too many things to protect in this world."

"What are you talking about?"

Despite Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Baek Ye-a just smiled as if she'd had a good idea and said, "Yes, it's all the fault of this world that has placed such an impossible burden on you. If this world didn't exist, there would be no reason for you and me to fight as enemies like this. Everything was wrong with this world!"

"You're truly insane."

"Maybe I really am crazy, just as you say."

At Lee Hui-hyeon's mockery, Baek Ye-a actually agreed.

"But it doesn't matter. It's all for you, Hui-hyeon. That's why before meeting you, I already ordered U-ryeok to use the Divine Sandalwood Tree as bait to kill all the exorcists."

Hearing Baek Ye-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon tried to move his body again, but Baek Ye-a held him tightly and wouldn't let go.

"Hui-hyeon, Hui-hyeon. My Hui-hyeon. Let's stay like this until all my tools return? Then I, your Ye-a, will solve everything for you!"

Lee Hui-hyeon knew she wasn't someone who could be reasoned with, but he hadn't realized Baek Ye-a was this deranged.

"Yes, I've had a good idea. I'll cut off your limbs one by one so you can't go anywhere!"

Baek Ye-a said this while holding Lee Hui-hyeon in her arms and drawing a sword from inside her sleeve.

"Don't worry about losing them forever, Hui-hyeon. I'll reattach them for you."

And the moment Baek Ye-a slightly loosened her grip on Lee Hui-hyeon, someone struck the back of her head with an elbow.

In that instant of freedom, Lee Hui-hyeon immediately kicked up the sword on the ground, caught it, and backed away.

"Annihilator! Run away quickly! Recovery is the priority now!"

Hwayun, who had Baek Ye-a in a joint lock, shouted while holding her body tightly.

"Hwayun!"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's cry, Hwayun looked at him with a smile and said, "I'll be fine! You go first, Annihilator, and I'll follow behind!"

"You, unfinished remnant, how dare you interfere with me!"

If Baek Ye-a had possessed a monster's body, she would have instantly shattered Hwayun's joint lock and killed him, but she had stolen a human body and was therefore susceptible to the joint lock.

But even that was only a matter of time. Baek Ye-a's body, gradually adapting to the monster's spirit, would soon tear Hwayun to pieces.

And precisely because of this, Lee Hui-hyeon couldn't flee.

"Go now! Hurry!"

Ominous sounds began to come from Hwayun's joints as he restrained Baek Ye-a.

"Hwayun, I—"

"Annihilator!"

"Let go!"

As Lee Hui-hyeon watched the two struggling, he gritted his teeth and said, "No, Hwayun. There's no need to run away."

"Annihilator?"

"Just let her go."

Lee Hui-hyeon told Hwayun.

This had happened before.

Hwayun buying time against a powerful monster and telling Lee Hui-hyeon to run away.

And once, in the distant past, before Lee Hui-hyeon knew everything Hwayun had done, he had asked in distress over Hwayun's sacrifice:

Why would you go this far for me?

And Hwayun would always answer like this:

"All lives are... equally worthless. Meaningless lumps of flesh with no purpose... But, but the Annihilator is different. You must survive, Annihilator. I'll go ahead and wait for you."

That's right. Hwayun had always prioritized Lee Hui-hyeon.

Hwayun, who viewed all humans as equal and meaningless, and even hated them, had always loved Lee Hui-hyeon, the Annihilator.

But Lee Hui-hyeon couldn't return that love.

Because he knew what it meant to receive Hwayun's love.

Lee Hui-hyeon's hesitation had always led to Hwayun's sacrifice.

And now, facing that moment once again, Lee Hui-hyeon finally realized that he had still been hesitating.

Despite knowing that Baek Ye-a would never return.

"I'm sorry, Ye-a. It seems this life ends here."

Lee Hui-hyeon finally let go of the emotional thread he had been holding onto until the very end, just in case.

And at that moment, a dark red halo began to appear behind Lee Hui-hyeon's head, and spider lilies started to bloom around him.

The time had come for the "Season of the Other Shore."

Lee Hui-hyeon's ultimate technique that required his life as sacrifice.

Ch.205 - 1. Season of the Other Shore
"Annihilator, everyone unconsciously sets limits on themselves."

"On themselves?"

Young Lee Hui-hyeon asked Hwayun with sparkling eyes.

"Why do people set limits on themselves? If they didn't, they could surely use their power more effectively."

"It's to protect themselves from their own power."

"To protect themselves from their own power?"

As young Hui-hyeon nestled into Hwayun's embrace, Hwayun smiled and welcomed the child.

"Yes, Annihilator. Sometimes excessive power can harm humans with their fragile bodies. Even now that humans have awakened as Exorcists, it's no different—humans live with self-imposed limitations."

Hearing Hwayun's words, Hui-hyeon made a puzzled expression and asked:

"Then, Hwayun, you said humans all live with limitations on their bodies—how do you know that?"

When young Hui-hyeon asked with a curious expression, Hwayun smiled gently and replied:

"Because I've seen it with my own eyes."

"You've seen it yourself?"

"Yes, Annihilator. When humans reach their limits, they discover an unconscious tether in their minds."

"An unconscious tether?"

"Yes, and the moment they recognize it, humans understand through their senses. They realize this is the tether that has kept them anchored to this world. And the moment they let go of that tether, humans understand that they've just surpassed the limits placed on their bodies, and now only the path beyond remains."

"What's beyond that?"

"Death."

After hearing Hwayun's words, young Hui-hyeon spoke with a gloomy expression.

"What's that supposed to mean? Aren't people always meant to overcome their limitations through growth? Then growing is no different than preparing to die."

At young Hui-hyeon's question, Hwayun smiled and said:

"Growth merely raises the upper limit. Annihilator, don't place such great meaning on growth."

"But adults don't seem to think that way."

"That's because they don't know."

"But you just told me about it. Shouldn't adults know this too?"

At young Hui-hyeon's question, Hwayun stroked the child's head and said:

"I'm telling you this because I know you won't stop growing even after learning this. Some people give up when they learn this truth. So I can only give others the illusion that limitations can be overcome."

Saying this, Hwayun lifted young Hui-hyeon up.

"Something is called a limit precisely because it cannot be surpassed. Always remember this."

"Yes, Hwayun. I'll always remember."

Young Hui-hyeon smiled at Hwayun as he spoke.

"Annihilator! You mustn't! Annihilator!"

Hwayun called out urgently, but Lee Hui-hyeon had no intention of continuing this life any longer.

A halo appeared behind his head, and simultaneously, spider lilies bloomed around him.

Red spider lilies began to bloom around Hui-hyeon, matching his footsteps.

"Hwayun, despite what you've done, I've always only received from you. I know that."

Hui-hyeon muttered as he walked forward.

"But Hwayun, you know what? Your love has always been the kind that takes something from me. Unconditional and indiscriminate, yet simultaneously unconditionally and indiscriminately taking from me. That's what your love has been."

"Annihilator..."

"So now let go of the Unkillable and step back. I'll settle this."

Hearing Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun released Baek Ye-a, but witnessing the scene unfolding before her, Ye-a couldn't bring herself to move away from Hui-hyeon.

"Hui-hyeon, your eyes..."

Blood began flowing from Hui-hyeon's eyes, and simultaneously from his nose, mouth, and ears.

The dark red halo glowing ominously behind his head seemed to indirectly reveal Hui-hyeon's physical condition, leaving Baek Ye-a unable to say anything.

"Stand up, Unkillable. You still have something to face."

At Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a rose from the ground, now a field of spider lilies, and faced Hui-hyeon.

"...I see, Hui-hyeon. This too, in the end, is love."

Looking at Hui-hyeon, Baek Ye-a began to cry as if she had realized something.

"I'm truly sorry you hated me that much, Hui-hyeon. But since this is the end, I'll resist you until the very end. I truly love you, Hui-hyeon."

Saying this, Baek Ye-a drew a sword from inside her arm, and simultaneously, golden threads began to extend from her entire body.

<>

While fighting the Unkillable, I saw the surroundings turning red from a distance.

"Spider lilies...?"

"Can you see them? Baek Ye-a."

"Kuh!"

I deflected the Unkillable who lunged at me in an instant with my sword.

"This is proof of love. Proof that Hui-hyeon loves me."

"Hui-hyeon?"

"Don't you understand? Hui-hyeon has already crossed the line for you."

The Unkillable said this as she swung her sword at me.

"Look. Hui-hyeon's love is overflowing around us. What else could this be if not Hui-hyeon's love? I knew Hui-hyeon loved me. To go this far to save me!"

"What are you talking about? I knew you were crazy before, but you're even crazier now."

"I don't want to hear that from you, Baek Ye-a, who never noticed all this overflowing love. Hui-hyeon loves you this much, but what did you do? Didn't you curse with words he couldn't understand, mock him, and pretend not to know?"

"I'll make it all up later. All the wrongs I've done to Hui-hyeon. I'll make them all up!"

Even as we exchanged words, the Unkillable and I continued clashing swords and dodging without pause.

"And why are you pretending to be me when you're the Unkillable? Aren't you ashamed of yourself?"

"I'm not ashamed at all. Because I am Baek Ye-a!"

As we continued fighting, clashing swords, the spider lilies grew increasingly dense.

Until the entire surroundings were dyed bright red.

"I will never lose to a fake like you! Disappear! I said disappear!"

The Unkillable, perhaps no longer aware of what she was saying, shouted and recklessly clashed her sword against mine.

"You're the one who should disappear! You should disappear from inside me!"

"You're nothing! You're just a piece of trash!"

"And you can't receive any love from Hui-hyeon!"

"Shut up!"

"You stole my body because you know you can't be loved by Hui-hyeon! You're nothing! So get out of me!"

In the midst of this childish argument while fighting the Unkillable, I realized something.

Without any grand thoughts of saving the world, I understood what was dominating my entire body.

This fight wasn't between the Unkillable and Baek Ye-a.

It was just two women fighting over one man.

We were fighting with extremely personal emotions.

Without words to catch the other off guard or shake the other's mind, the fight between the Unkillable and me had become purely emotional.

Thinking this way, I suddenly understood the Unkillable before me.

Although she had gone mad after swallowing emotions that weren't her own, what the Unkillable wanted was just one thing, like me.

But if it was the same thing I wanted, I had no intention of giving it up.

After fighting like this for some time, the spider lilies that had bloomed all around began to climb up the Unkillable's feet.

After briefly retreating and glaring at each other, we clashed swords again without either of us making the first move, then separated again.

"Baek Ye-a, I don't think compromise is possible between us now."

The Unkillable suddenly said this to me.

"I thought maybe, just maybe, you might surrender your body willingly."

Hearing the Unkillable's words, I asked in disbelief:

"Why would you think that?"

"Because I thought that maybe, just maybe, you might understand me."

Saying this, the Unkillable stepped back from me, one step, then another.

"It seems I've lost."

"What are you saying all of a sudden?"

"Hui-hyeon... rejected me."

The spider lilies that had only been at her feet were now climbing up the Unkillable's body.

"I'm so frustrated. If I had won the battle for control with the Unkillable a little sooner, if I had replaced you before you met Hui-hyeon... things would have been different."

The spider lilies that were densely covering her body had now reached the Unkillable's face.

"No, even if you had met Hui-hyeon first, you would never have been loved by him."

Hearing my words, the Unkillable looked at me with a puzzled expression.

"Why is that?"

"Because you're not me."

Hearing my words, the Unkillable frowned and said:

"Are you saying only you can receive love? That's terrible arrogance."

After saying this, the Unkillable was completely covered by spider lilies.

<>

"...Ye-a?"

Lee Hui-hyeon suddenly sensed that the presence of Baek Ye-a before him had changed.

After staring at him with blank eyes for a moment, Baek Ye-a soon opened her eyes wide and murmured:

"...Hui-hyeon?"

Instinctively recognizing that the Baek Ye-a before him was the one he knew, Hui-hyeon closed his eyes and collapsed on the spot.

Ch.206 - Season of the Other Shore
In the past, Lee Hui-hyeon's mother died when he was a child.

Beside the burning corpse, Hwayun held the young Hui-hyeon in their arms, staring blankly at the flames consuming their friend's body.

Hwayun was not a being capable of human emotions.

Therefore, even watching a friend burn before their eyes, they couldn't feel anything.

Yes, the tears flowing from Hwayun's eyes now were merely from the heat of the fire.

Hwayun looked down at the small Hui-hyeon squirming in their arms.

"Don't worry. I will take good care of the Destroyer. So until you return to the Human World, rest peacefully on the other side."

<>

"No... no! Hui-hyeon!"

I grabbed Hui-hyeon's collapsed, motionless body and shook it.

But Hui-hyeon only moved limply with my touch, refusing to open his eyes.

"Hui-hyeon, please..."

Tears were already streaming from my eyes.

Now that I had regained my "self," all my memories had returned.

The feelings I had always held for Hui-hyeon had become even more intense and painful, and I was terrified by the possibility that he might die.

"No, Hui-hyeon. Please. Don't do this. Don't leave me behind. You can't leave me like this..."

The Spider Lilies around us began to wither, and Hui-hyeon seemed to be fading along with them.

"It's my fault. Because I stupidly got captured, Hui-hyeon is now..."

Tightly holding Hui-hyeon's increasingly transparent hand, I closed my eyes and said:

"Please, anyone. Anyone at all, please save Hui-hyeon. Please..."

"Are you planning to summon another Unkillable? You're in the way. Step aside."

Hearing the curt voice from above, I looked up.

There stood Hwayun with a stern expression.

"Hwayun, you have some way to help, right? You must. If it's you, you definitely have a solution, right?"

After hearing my words, Hwayun sighed briefly and said:

"Of course I do. So would you please leave me alone with the Destroyer? You're interfering with the treatment."

At Hwayun's words, I nodded and said:

"Alright. Please take good care of Hui-hyeon."

"...Please go now."

Following Hwayun's instruction, I reluctantly stepped away.

<>

"...They're gone."

Hwayun tapped Lee Hui-hyeon's shoulder and said:

"Destroyer, get up. I know you're already awake."

At Hwayun's words, Hui-hyeon quietly opened his eyes.

"If you thought leaving without a word was the best thing for Baek Ye-a, then you understand people even less than I do, and I'm not even human. Though I suppose it did allow me to focus on treating you."

Hwayun stroked Hui-hyeon's face and asked:

"How are you feeling?"

"It's hard to move. Even talking is difficult."

"My Destroyer. Didn't I tell you never to exceed your limits?"

"Is the Unkillable truly dead?"

"Of course. Destroyer, you managed to accomplish it even in such difficult circumstances."

Hwayun said this while continuously muttering something under their breath.

"Destroyer, I still vividly remember when I first met you."

"The first time or the second?"

"The second, of course. I remember the first too, but the second is more vivid since I had been waiting. That's when your mother entrusted you to me."

Hwayun caressed both of Hui-hyeon's cheeks and said:

"That small child has grown so magnificently. You've always been impressive, Destroyer."

"I've heard that many times before, but today it sounds especially meaningful. Hwayun."

"I have always held you in special regard. Don't you know that?"

"...I know."

Hui-hyeon, still lying down, looked in the direction where Baek Ye-a had disappeared.

"Has Ye-a truly returned?"

"Yes, Destroyer. That foolish face couldn't belong to anyone else. It's definitely Baek Ye-a."

"Hah..."

Hui-hyeon seemed about to say something but then closed his mouth.

"Hwayun, call Ye-a later. I think I need to say something before I go."

"Yes, I'll do that. Destroyer. But for now, please allow me to stay like this. I just want to be with you right now."

"You're being unusually sentimental."

"Destroyer."

"Yes, Hwayun?"

"I am merely a remnant of a god. Because of that, I could never have children."

Hwayun suddenly brought up such a topic.

"It might be strange to say this now, but my clan was essentially like children to me."

"Is that why you did what you did?"

"At that time, it was the best option. Even if I could turn back time, I would make the same choice."

"Don't think you can be forgiven for anything just because of the current situation, Hwayun."

Despite Hui-hyeon's harsh words, Hwayun continued:

"I'm not seeking forgiveness for what I did then. I've come to understand the weight of my actions. It took me far too long to realize this one thing."

"Let me tell you something—did you know that to me, you were like a parent?"

"I know."

"But not anymore. What you did can never be forgiven."

"I know."

"So even now, I won't forgive you. You gave me overflowing love, but you took away just as much."

Hwayun couldn't respond to Hui-hyeon's words.

After muttering something continuously under their breath, Hwayun said to Hui-hyeon:

"Destroyer."

"Yes, Hwayun?"

"If I truly hadn't done those things... would I have had a chance with you?"

At Hwayun's question, Hui-hyeon was silent for a moment.

When he finally spoke, his eyes were closed.

"Yes. I would have certainly come to love you. If none of that had happened."

At Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun smiled for the first time during their conversation.

"I see. I'm truly glad I could confirm that, even like this. Destroyer."

"Now will you call Ye-a? I have something to tell him too."

At Hui-hyeon's request, Hwayun shook their head and said:

"Not yet, Destroyer."

"What do you mean, not yet?"

"You need to stay with me a little longer."

At Hwayun's words, Hui-hyeon turned his head and said:

"Ten minutes. Call Ye-a in ten minutes."

Hwayun nodded and replied:

"Understood, Destroyer. That's enough."

"Hwayun."

"Yes, Destroyer?"

"My cycle of regression has ended."

At Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun nodded and said:

"Yes, it has ended. I can feel it too. Have you opened the door to your heart?"

"Yes, there's nothing to hide anymore."

"But why do you think it's over?"

"You once told me that people have a string in their hearts that sets their limits, and when they let go of it, they can see beyond. In my previous regressions, I could see beyond that."

Hui-hyeon looked at Hwayun as he spoke.

"Now I can't see beyond anymore. It's over. Everything."

Hui-hyeon's expression, having sensed the end of his regression, seemed rather peaceful.

"If I have one lingering attachment... it's Ye-a."

"..."

Hwayun didn't respond to Hui-hyeon's words.

What could they say? That Hui-hyeon's final attachment was Baek Ye-a, not Hwayun themselves.

As he spoke, Hui-hyeon suddenly looked at Hwayun and said:

"Still, I should thank you."

"I only did what needed to be done."

"No, that wasn't just a given. It was only possible because of you."

"Serving you, Destroyer, is only natural for me."

"It wasn't always that way for me. Even if it was a love that took things away, the fact remains that I received overflowing love. Here at the very end, I'm telling you."

Hui-hyeon looked directly into Hwayun's eyes and said:

"Thank you, Hwayun. I was able to come this far because of you."

At Hui-hyeon's words, Hwayun smiled through tears and said:

"Not at all, Destroyer."

"By the way, what have you been doing all this time, Hwayun?"

"Oh, don't worry about it. I'm treating your body. Don't you feel like you can move more freely than before?"

At Hwayun's words, Hui-hyeon tried moving his arm.

Indeed, as Hwayun had said, he could now move his body to some extent.

"You're right. I knew you were skilled in medicine, but this is impressive."

Hui-hyeon's words made Hwayun smile gently.

"Destroyer, there's one last thing I want to tell you."

"Yes, Hwayun. What is it?"

"From now on, you must live happily, even without me."

"Hwayun, what are you saying? As if you're leaving forever."

By now, Hui-hyeon had risen from his position and was looking at Hwayun.

And Hwayun's body was glowing as they looked back at Hui-hyeon.

"Hwayun?"

"Destroyer. This is the technique I used against your clan. I've transferred all my life force to you, so now you can live again."

As they spoke, Hwayun's body gradually turned into particles of light and began to disintegrate.

"Hwayun."

"At the very end, I'm truly glad I could leave by giving only love. Destroyer. Please be happy."

"Hwayun..."

Hui-hyeon, dumbfounded, reached out to grab Hwayun, but Hwayun had completely transformed into light and disappeared.

Only Hui-hyeon remained.

Ch.207 - Season of the Other Shore (Complete)
"Hwayun...."

After Hwayun disappeared, Lee Hui-hyeon stared at the spot where they had vanished for a while.

In the end, Hwayun was selfish until the very last moment.

To disappear like this without any warning, dumping everything on him.

"Disappearing so suddenly like this.... You really are selfish, Hwayun."

As Lee Hui-hyeon was muttering quietly, Baek Ye-a called his name from behind.

"Hui-hyeon!"

"Ye-a."

"Hui-hyeon, are you okay now?"

"...Yes, I'm okay now."

"That's a relief. But where's Hwayun? Where did Hwayun go?"

"Gone."

Lee Hui-hyeon answered Baek Ye-a's question impassively.

"What do you mean gone?"

"...Leaving everything to me."

Baek Ye-a couldn't find the words to respond to Lee Hui-hyeon's statement.

His expression was that of someone who had lost something incredibly precious.

"Hui-hyeon...."

"More importantly, are you okay?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Baek Ye-a nodded and said.

"Yes, I'm fine now."

Then Lee Hui-hyeon said to Baek Ye-a.

"Then let's go back to the Human World. Even though the Unkillable is dead, our work isn't completely finished yet."

"Okay, Hui-hyeon."

***

"They keep coming."

Huye Jin spoke suddenly while shooting her bow.

Jeong Yu-na, who was assisting Huye Jin beside her, nodded and said.

"Yes, I think they're trying to wipe out all Exorcists this time. If we Exorcists disappear, it would be easier for them after the world ends."

The battle between Exorcists and monsters had continued for several days.

They were completely exhausted now.

Sensing their impending doom, Huye Jin said to Jeong Yu-na.

"Miss Yu-na, I'm glad I got to know someone as good as you at the end."

"Thank you for saying that, Huye Jin. But I haven't given up yet."

Jeong Yu-na looked down at her blood-soaked uniform before grabbing her Blue Blossom Cudgel and began smashing the monsters.

"I wonder if Hui-hyeon and Ye-a are okay...."

Just as Jeong Yu-na muttered those words, a miracle occurred.

The sky, which had been stained red until moments ago, began to clear into a bright blue.

The lower-level monsters, which had been charging like beasts to attack the Exorcists, began to curl up as if in pain.

"The barrier is being restored!"

"The monsters are weakening!"

The fierce battle between monsters and Exorcists began to change as the sky cleared blue and the barrier strengthened, causing the monsters to falter.

"I don't know what's happening, but this is our chance! Keep attacking!"

Following Huye Jin's orders, the Student Army launched an all-out attack against the monsters, and the tide of battle quickly turned.

The monster army began to retreat.

U-ryeok drew his sword, cutting down the retreating monsters around him, and shouted.

"Whether the sky turns blue or the barrier is restored, retreat is not permitted by our Lord's command! Keep advancing!"

While U-ryeok was fighting and urging the monsters forward, screams began to be heard from behind.

"What! What's happening!"

"Behind us, two Exorcists...!"

Hundreds of thousands of monster troops against only two Exorcists.

Yet it was clearly the monsters who were being pushed back.

With each sword strike, hundreds or thousands of monsters were cut down, and the crimson and golden energy flows intertwining looked like two lights dancing when seen from a distance.

Exorcists watching the energy flows from afar began to shout.

"It's Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a! They're alive!"

"While those two attack from behind, we'll attack from the front! Keep pushing!"

While Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a were dealing with the monsters from behind, the Demon-Slaying Army and the Student Army began to push forward from the front.

And by the time Baek Ye-a had cut down U-ryeok's neck and night had fallen, there were no monsters left standing in the field.

***

After all the fighting ended, Hui-hyeon and I walked toward the Exorcists.

We had to go through a brief inspection there, but were soon released.

Even that was just waiting for a debriefing.

Afterward, we were able to meet Huye Jin and Yu-na who had fought in the battle.

"Ye-a! Hui-hyeon! You're safe!"

Yu-na exclaimed, hugging me and Hui-hyeon tightly.

"Yu-na, it's all over now. We did it."

We were embracing each other for a while until Huye Jin approached and we finally separated.

"Miss Ye-a, Mr. Hui-hyeon."

"Miss Huye Jin. I'm glad you're safe."

"Yes, I'm glad you both are safe too. What a relief."

I thought the surroundings would be noisy with the joy of victory, but it was quieter than expected.

Everyone was exhausted from days of battle, either leaning against trees or lying on the ground catching some sleep.

"But Ye-a, Hui-hyeon. Why did you come from behind?"

At Yu-na's question, I answered honestly.

"We killed the Unkillable."

"By the Unkillable, do you mean the world-ending monster?"

At Huye Jin's words, I nodded and said.

"Yes, though to be honest, Hui-hyeon did most of the work."

"Miss Ye-a, I know you're strong, but you shouldn't tell lies like that."

At Huye Jin's words, Yu-na also opened her mouth as if in agreement.

"That's right, you shouldn't lie like that."

It's a bit shocking that even Yu-na would say this, though I can understand Huye Jin's disbelief.

But thinking it doesn't matter, I smiled and said.

"Right? Even I think it sounds like a lie."

They'd believe it even less if I told them the Unkillable had thought of itself as Baek Ye-a.

But it's the truth.

"Baek Ye-a, Lee Hui-hyeon. There will be a debriefing now."

"Ah, they're calling us. Yu-na, Miss Huye Jin. Let's talk later."

I said to Yu-na as we were called from behind.

After everything was over, we decided to leave.

It didn't seem like anything good would come from staying in the Human World any longer.

Finding a place to stay wasn't difficult.

There was already the Dragon Blood Clan village that had been abandoned.

Once we made our decision, everything else fell into place quickly.

I sold all the property and houses I had accumulated and headed to the Outlands with Hui-hyeon.

Although I couldn't return to reality and had to stay here, it was okay.

Because I got to live with Hui-hyeon.

Afterward, Hui-hyeon and I had a child who looked just like us.

"Let's name her Ye-ji, Hui-hyeon."

"Ye-ji?"

At Hui-hyeon's question, I nodded and said.

"Yes, Ye-ji. I think Ye-ji would be a good name."

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon nodded and said.

"Alright. Then let's call her Ye-ji."

"Is it okay for me to decide so selfishly?"

"You're the child's mother. Of course I should go along with the name you want."

I burst into laughter at Hui-hyeon's words.

His way of thinking is really close to that of a modern person.

After that, Hui-hyeon and I continued living in the Outlands.

In the midst of overflowing happiness, I sincerely hoped that we could continue this daily life.

Happily ever after.

***

After all the fighting ended, the Exorcists had to spend a lot of time on reconstruction work.

The Jeon Clan, once a great Exorcist family, was stripped of its position as a great Exorcist clan after it was revealed that they had abandoned the Third Great Human-Demon War to pursue their own interests.

With no successor, a branch family took over the Jeon Clan.

Huye Jin became widely known for her achievements in leading the Student Army during the Third Great Human-Demon War.

Thanks to her excellent skills, it didn't take long for her to restore her clan's former position.

Jeong Yu-na returned to the Cheonghwa Clan and began her duties as the head of the Jeong family.

As someone who never sought rewards and was only focused on doing her duty, Jeong Yu-na's position remained unchanged from before.

The only difference from before was that a mysterious boarder named "Via" began living in Jeong Yu-na's house.

Later, with Via's help, Jeong Yu-na revitalized the Jeong family again and became an excellent clan head who left her name in history.

Jin Seo-yeon was tried for desertion during wartime.

Sentenced to 15 years in prison, after serving her time, she had to struggle for the position of acting clan head and real power upon returning to her clan. As a result, the Jin Clan became a mess like the Baek Clan after their fratricide, losing its former influence.

Yegak Academy was rebuilt and began accepting new students.

With the Unkillable gone, new reforms were planned.

Yu Ji-a took the position as the leader of the Dragon Blood Clan after Hanai and Ganami's deaths.

As the leader, Yu Ji-a wisely guided the Dragon Blood Clan children.

And many people lived their own lives.

-This Life as a Heroine

The End

Ch.208 - Side Story. Yu Ji-a's Epilogue
In a village in the Outlands where the Dragon Blood Clan once lived.

There, Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a were living together.

The quiet life of the two was blessed with a child.

They named her Ye-ji.

And then...

"Aaack! Ye-ji bit my hand!"

"That's because you keep putting your hand near her mouth!"

...They welcomed a guest after a long time.

This Life I'm a Heroine
Yu Ji-a's Epilogue

The reason Yu Ji-a first thought about returning to her hometown was nothing special.

She simply wanted to see her old hometown again after so long.

So Yu Ji-a traveled over mountains and across waters to reach the village where she used to live.

And there, she met some familiar faces.

"Lee Hui-hyeon! Baek Ye-a!"

The two people whose names were called looked up from their conversation in the garden toward the direction of the voice.

Baek Ye-a had dyed her hair black like Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Oh? Yu Ji-a!"

And so the three had a joyful reunion.

"So you've been here all this time?" Yu Ji-a asked while munching on some delicious snacks.

For a while after they disappeared, there was quite a commotion in the Human World as people searched for the two.

It was a big deal when the descendant of the Enlightened One and the legitimate Successor Candidate of the Baek Clan vanished simultaneously.

In fact, the search for the two was still ongoing, but Yu Ji-a didn't know that much.

She was just happy to find the two of them here.

"Well, yes. We figured there wasn't much good waiting for us in the Human World anyway."

"I see!"

As Yu Ji-a smiled brightly at the two, she saw a child opening the door and coming out from the room across from them.

Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a's daughter, Ye-ji.

"Mama...?"

Ye-ji looked at the two and then at Yu Ji-a, clearly wary.

But not noticing her caution, Yu Ji-a exclaimed while looking at Ye-ji.

"Awww! She's so cute!"

And she ran over to hug Ye-ji.

"Yu Ji-a, you shouldn't suddenly hug her like that..."

Baek Ye-a, who knew Ye-ji's habits when hugged, tried to stop Yu Ji-a, but Yu Ji-a was already beyond hearing.

The moment Yu Ji-a hugged her, instead of crying hysterically, Ye-ji bit Yu Ji-a's cheek.

"Nom."

"Aaack! She bit my cheek!"

"Munch munch."

"Aaack!"

It took five minutes to separate Ye-ji from Yu Ji-a.

Yu Ji-a was rubbing her red, swollen cheek with a tearful expression.

"She's a total biting demon. Just like Baek Ye-a..."

"What did you say?"

"Nothing! Nothing at all!"

As Yu Ji-a sat there nervously watching Baek Ye-a's reaction, Ye-ji came over and hugged her.

"Unga!"

Seeing Ye-ji babbling at her, Yu Ji-a asked:

"Are you hungry? I don't have anything to eat right now."

"Ungg..."

"Can't help it. Ask Baek Ye-a!"

When Yu Ji-a said that, Ye-ji responded with an "Unga!" and went to Baek Ye-a for a hug.

Seeing Yu Ji-a and Ye-ji conversing like this, Lee Hui-hyeon asked:

"Can you understand what Ye-ji is saying?"

"Yes! Can't you guys understand her?"

"...Isn't it usually the one who understands that's strange?"

"Maybe you understand because your mental ages are similar."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

In response to Yu Ji-a's question, Baek Ye-a hugged Ye-ji and said:

"Come on, Ye-ji. Let's go eat."

"She's escaping! Baek Ye-a is escaping!"

Regardless, Baek Ye-a carried Ye-ji away.

Watching Baek Ye-a's retreating figure, Yu Ji-a said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"By the way, Lee Hui-hyeon! You two have changed a lot."

"Changed? How so?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, Yu Ji-a thought for a moment before pointing and saying:

"The atmosphere!"

Indeed, Yu Ji-a could hardly feel the sharp atmosphere she remembered from when she first met Lee Hui-hyeon in Seoha Village.

The atmosphere around the two who had fulfilled their purpose of saving the world had softened considerably.

Lee Hui-hyeon acknowledged this and said:

"It's true. There's no need to be on edge anymore."

Yu Ji-a looked at Lee Hui-hyeon as he spoke, and then, as if struck by a good idea, said:

"Lee Hui-hyeon, Lee Hui-hyeon. I just had a great idea."

"What is it?"

"Take a break tomorrow! I'll look after Ye-ji!"

Yu Ji-a clearly thought Lee Hui-hyeon would welcome her suggestion with open arms, but his reaction was unexpected.

"Um... you?"

"Yes! Me!"

Just then, Baek Ye-a returned after feeding Ye-ji.

"Baek Ye-a! I just had a great idea!"

"A great idea? Coming from you, that makes me nervous."

What kind of person am I in their minds?

Such thoughts briefly crossed Yu Ji-a's mind, but she soon confidently announced to the two:

"I'll look after Ye-ji tomorrow, so you two can go to the village and have fun!"

"Um... you?"

They say couples start to resemble each other.

Baek Ye-a said exactly the same thing as Lee Hui-hyeon while looking at Yu Ji-a skeptically.

"Despite how I look, I've taken care of ten younger siblings before! In our Dragon Blood Clan, we raise children communally! So you can trust me!"

Desperate to do something to celebrate Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a's new beginning, Yu Ji-a frantically emphasized her childcare experience. After a persuasion process that took nearly 3,000 characters, she finally got the permission of the two.

It was a victory of perseverance.

And then came the big day.

While Ye-ji was asleep, the two prepared to go out.

"I'll leave a Gasaengi, so if anything happens, contact us right away, okay?"

After earnestly instructing Yu Ji-a, the two left, and Yu Ji-a watched the sleeping Ye-ji, waiting for her to wake up.

A little while later, Ye-ji opened her eyes.

After rubbing her eyes, she looked around.

"Umma?"

As soon as she woke up looking for her mother, Yu Ji-a was there beside her.

"Hello, Ye-ji!"

"Woom?"

To Ye-ji's question, Yu Ji-a smiled and answered:

"Mom and Dad went down to the village for a bit."

"Woomma."

Ye-ji accepted her parents' absence more easily than expected.

It was somewhat deflating for Yu Ji-a, who had prepared various plans in case Ye-ji fussed about her parents being gone, but thinking it was fine anyway, Yu Ji-a said:

"Ye-ji is a child with a strong sense of independence, huh?"

"Kyaa!"

"You even know what independence means?"

"Mulla!"

It was hard to tell whether she could speak or not, but Yu Ji-a thought it was all good and said to Ye-ji:

"Then let's eat!"

There was food that Baek Ye-a had prepared separately, so all she had to do was warm it up and feed it to Ye-ji.

Yu Ji-a returned with the baby food and said to Ye-ji:

"Today's meal is? Delicious baby food!"

Yu Ji-a spoke to Ye-ji with a playful smile, and Ye-ji looked at her and smiled brightly.

"Here comes the train. Whoosh~"

"Umma?"

"What's a train, you ask? It's... just a really fast car!"

"Daa~"

Ye-ji nodded as if she understood and then opened her mouth.

Ye-ji, who had inherited only the best from Baek Ye-a and Lee Hui-hyeon, was developing abnormally fast compared to her peers, but Yu Ji-a didn't pay attention to that and was busy feeding her.

"Munch munch."

"Aaack! My finger is not food!"

Liking to bite was Ye-ji's quirk, regardless of her growth rate.

Yu Ji-a continued to look after Ye-ji.

"Aaack! She bit me again! Don't bite my arm!"

"Ungaa!"

"Don't hit me! Why is your fist so painful!"

"Unga!"

...And so it continued.

And as time passed, evening came.

What the two saw when they returned from their outing in the village was Yu Ji-a sprawled out like a corpse.

"Hey... hey guys... welcome back..."

And there was Ye-ji, sitting triumphantly on top of Yu Ji-a like a victorious general, looking proudly at Baek Ye-a and Lee Hui-hyeon.

The situation was so peculiar that the two burst into laughter as soon as they returned, really wanting to know what had happened.

Regardless of how pitiful Yu Ji-a looked, the situation was undeniably funny.

So Yu Ji-a told the returning couple about what had happened with Ye-ji, and the two listened attentively.

And as time passed and it was time for Yu Ji-a to leave, Ye-ji seemed somewhat sad and whined while looking at Yu Ji-a.

"Unga..."

"Looks like Ye-ji is sad about saying goodbye."

Yu Ji-a was equally sad about parting with Ye-ji.

But she had been away from her village for too long and it was time to return.

So Yu Ji-a hugged Ye-ji one last time with regret.

"It's okay, Ye-ji. I'll come visit again next time. Okay?"

"Unga..."

And so Yu Ji-a left, and before she took the position as the leader of the Dragon Blood Clan, she visited Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a again.

Then, a black-haired girl with golden eyes who had been helping the two in the garden stood up and looked at Yu Ji-a, saying:

"Unnie? Unnie! It's been so long!"

"Ye-ji? I hardly recognize you!"

The two embraced each other, and for now, that was enough.

Ye-ji welcomed Yu Ji-a with a smile.

This Life I'm a Heroine
Yu Ji-a's Epilogue
End

Ch.209 - Side Story. Ye-ji, Let's Go to Academy!
One day, special guests arrived at the Ikseonju Dragon Blood Clan village.

A man with black hair and red-rimmed eyes, and a woman with black hair and golden eyes.

And three children as well.

The children were happily humming songs while sitting in the cart, clearly enjoying themselves.

"Waa waa, little calf! Waa waa, little chick!"

"Dummy! Calves go moo moo, and chicks go peep peep!"

"Really? I didn't know that~ Big sister is so smart~"

"I... I am pretty smart! Hehe!"

Ye-ji, who was about to say something to stop their argument, smiled when she heard their conversation.

Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a had two more children since then.

One was named Ye-hui, and the other was named Ye-jun.

This Life is a Heroine's Side Story

Ye-ji, Let's Go to Academy!

"Lee Hui-hyeon! Baek Ye-a! Ye-ji! Welcome!"

Yu Ji-a, who had now become the leader, greeted the two warmly.

"It's Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a!"

"Benefactor! Welcome!"

"Benefactor! Step on this!"

One of the Dragon Blood Clan children brought over a gourd and held it out.

Yu Ji-a shouted in surprise.

"Hey! That's something you do after a funeral!"

"I didn't know!"

"Stupid!"

"Dummy!"

"Waaah! I'm not stupid!"

As the three Dragon Blood Clan children squabbled, Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a could only smile.

"Hello, Yu Ji-a. I'm glad to see you've been doing well."

"Yes! And I see you two had two more children in the meantime? Hello, kids?"

"Hello!"

"Hello~ I can say~ it~"

When Ye-hui and Ye-jun greeted her, Yu Ji-a wiggled her fingers before speaking.

"Um, Lee Hui-hyeon, Baek Ye-a."

"You can hug us."

As soon as Lee Hui-hyeon gave permission, Yu Ji-a immediately ran over and embraced the two.

"Mmm, so soft and squishy!"

"So nice to hug~"

"Ugh! Can't breathe!"

After hugging them for a while, Yu Ji-a finally let go and said:

"Come on, let's go inside. Since you've come as guests, I'll show you the Dragon Blood Clan's hospitality!"

After receiving Yu Ji-a's grand hospitality(?), the five were soon guided to the guest room.

After putting the children to bed, Lee Hui-hyeon, Baek Ye-a, and Yu Ji-a went to another room to talk.

"So what brings you here? Coming all the way to our village? I was surprised when I got your message!"

At Yu Ji-a's question, Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a showed rare hesitation.

Yu Ji-a reassured them.

"It's okay, you can speak freely. Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a are our clan's benefactors!"

"It's actually about our children."

"The children? What about them?"

"It's about their education."

Education was the issue?

Yu Ji-a wondered if the two were making some kind of joke.

When it came to knowledge, there probably wasn't an Exorcist who could match these two.

As if reading Yu Ji-a's thoughts, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"Knowledge isn't the problem. We can teach them that ourselves. But we're worried that if the kids only live in the mountains without being around other people, they might have problems interacting with others."

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Yu Ji-a nodded and said:

"You're right. Even we had a really hard time when we first came out. If it hadn't been for the people Baek Ye-a introduced us to, we'd probably still be struggling. So that's what you're worried about?"

"That's right."

"Then how about living with us?"

"With you?"

"Yes! I told you before, the Dragon Blood Clan raises children communally. So it would be less work to take care of the children too!"

Hearing Yu Ji-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a thought for a moment before speaking.

"It would certainly be nice if we could..."

"Is something wrong?"

"It's not that something's wrong, but living in the Human World is a bit..."

"Still, it's better than living apart."

"...I suppose so."

"Nobody pays attention to our village anyway. So how about staying with us at least until the children are all grown up?"

After thinking for a moment, Baek Ye-a said:

"Yes, that sounds good. Let's do that."

"Great!"

And so Ye-a's family came to live with the Dragon Blood Clan.

<>

"People passing, by~"

Ye-jun was watching the outside with interest, making lisping sounds, then turned around and asked:

"Where they going?"

"They're going to work! Does Ye-jun want to work too?"

"Do you get rice cakes if you work?"

"You get rice cakes and meals too!"

"Then I wanna~"

Watching Ye-jun chat with the Dragon Blood Clan child, Yu Ji-a asked me as I was folding laundry beside her:

"Baek Ye-a, Baek Ye-a. Why does Ye-jun talk like that?"

"It's all my honey's fault."

"Honey?"

Oops.

"I mean Hui-hyeon."

"What did Hui-hyeon do?"

"He learned some weird songs somewhere while playing with the kids, and after teaching them, Ye-jun's speech ended up like that."

"That's terrible!"

"I think it'll fix itself as he grows up. All kids talk like that when they're little."

"You're so knowledgeable about child-rearing, Baek Ye-a!"

"Huh? No, everyone knows this much."

*Puffs up with pride*

"No matter how much time passes, you're still you, Baek Ye-a."

"Huh?"

While Yu Ji-a and I were chatting, Ye-ji came in.

"Mom! Unnie Yu Ji-a! I've made a decision!"

"A decision?"

As Baek Ye-a and Yu Ji-a looked at her, Ye-ji nodded and said:

"Yes! I... I want to go to academy!"

The paper Ye-ji held out was a notice about Yegak Academy recruiting new students.

What the hell. Why is this here?

Seeing it, Yu Ji-a tactlessly said:

"Ye-ji, do you want to go to academy like your mom?"

"Huh? Mom, you went to academy too?"

"Well, I did attend. Though I dropped out before a year was up."

"Wow!"

Despite hearing about the dropping out, Ye-ji's eyes sparkled as she spoke.

"Mom, I want to go too! I want to go to academy! I want to meet friends there!"

Ye-ji stomped her feet as she spoke to me.

"Talk to your father about it."

"Dad said I should talk to you about it!"

That bastard Hui-hyeon. Dumping this on me.

Hearing that she had already spoken with my husband, I sighed softly and said:

"We'll talk about it later. Mom's busy."

"I'll help you!"

Ye-ji said that and sat down in front of me, diligently starting to fold laundry.

After we finished folding everything, Ye-ji started pestering me again.

"I want to go to academy! Academy! Academy!"

After looking at Ye-ji for a moment, I let out a small sigh and said:

"Ye-ji, do you want to join the science track or the humanities track?"

"What's science track and what's humanities track?"

Ye-ji asked me with a completely clueless expression.

"You want to go to academy without even knowing that?"

"No, it says here there are several tracks."

"Really? Let me see."

Taking the paper from Ye-ji, I saw that the science and humanities tracks had been further subdivided since my time.

What? When did it change like this?

Well, I suppose it makes sense in a world without the threat of demons anymore.

But isn't this too fast?

After checking the paper briefly, I handed it back to Ye-ji and said:

"So you want to go to academy?"

"Yes!"

"Ye-ji, how old are you now?"

"16."

"You need to be at least 17 to enter the academy, and you need excellent grades too. There's only a year left, do you think you can do it?"

To my question, Ye-ji nodded and said:

"Yes!"

"How?"

"I just need to get the best grades at the Suyang Martial Class, right? I can do it!"

Hearing Ye-ji's words, I thought to myself.

No matter how smart and talented Ye-ji is, it would be nearly impossible to achieve enough in a year to enter Yegak Academy.

Then wouldn't it be better to let her experience failure now?

So I said to Ye-ji:

"If your grades aren't good enough and you can't get in, you'll give up quietly, okay?"

"Yes, Mom. Thank you for giving me a chance!"

And one year later.

"Mom, Dad! I got in!"

Ye-ji came home with her acceptance letter.

"Big sister, amazing!"

"Big sister, amazing~"

Looking at Ye-ji proudly holding her acceptance letter with a triumphant smile, I thought:

My daughter must be more talented than I had imagined.

Afterward, people from all over the village came to visit, and a banner was hung at the village entrance.

-Congratulations! We celebrate our village pride Ye-ji's admission to Yegak Academy!-

"Who hung that up?"

"I did! Ye-ji got into the academy, right? That's amazing~ Congratulations!"

Yu Ji-a seemed genuinely happy, whether she knew how I was burning up inside or not.

"Ye-ji! Congratulations! I heard you got into Yegak Academy?"

"Ye-ji is so cool!"

"Thank you, unnie and oppa! I'll work hard!"

And that's how my daughter Lee Ye-ji entered the academy.

Ch.210 - Side Story. Ye-ji's Epilogue
"To be honest, I thought Ye-ji would never get married."

Lee Hui-hyeon suddenly said to Baek Ye-a.

Hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, Baek Ye-a nodded in agreement and replied.

"You thought so too, honey? I also thought Ye-ji would live alone until we died. She remained single while Ye-jun and Ye-hui got married."

"Single?"

"It means unmarried."

"I see you're still using that English language?"

"Well, I suppose so. It just rolls off the tongue."

"That's certainly true."

Lee Hui-hyeon readily acknowledged Baek Ye-a's words and looked ahead.

The wedding ceremony, conducted in the traditional Dragon Blood Clan style, was consistently joyful and lively.

Looking at Ye-ji in her colorful traditional red dress and the groom, Yun Seong-hyeon, standing opposite her with a shy expression, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"So, she's finally getting married..."

"Why, feeling sentimental?"

"Not really. Just lost in thought..."

After finishing their conversation, the two watched the ceremony proceed for a while.

Then suddenly, Lee Hui-hyeon felt Baek Ye-a's right hand rest on top of his left hand.

The touch of that hand was incredibly warm.

"Congratulations, Unnie Ye-ji!"

"Lee Hui-hyeon! Baek Ye-a! Your daughter is beautiful!"

At Yu Ji-a's shout, the wedding hall filled with laughter.

As the ceremony concluded, Ye-ji called out to the two of them:

"Mom! Dad! I promise to live happily!"

"Father-in-law! Mother-in-law! I will definitely make Ye-ji happy!"

"Yes! Children! You must live happily just like us!"

"Us?"

"Do you want to die?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's joke, Baek Ye-a laughed as she spoke.

Lee Hui-hyeon deliberately turned his gaze away from Baek Ye-a and shouted toward Yun Seong-hyeon:

"Son-in-law! Let me see a grandson soon! You'll show me one before I die, right?"

"Yes! I'll give you a son as plump as a toad!"

"Wow! He says a son as plump as a toad!"

"Hahaha! Hahaha!"

"Brother-in-law! Don't make our sister cry!"

"Brother! Please take good care of our sister!"

Ye-hui and Ye-jun, now older and having established their own families in different regions, clapped and laughed.

The wedding ceremony, attended by everyone from the Dragon Blood Clan village, concluded in a very bright and lively atmosphere.

"Lee Hui-hyeon! Baek Ye-a! And Ye-ji! Congratulations once again!"

After the wedding ceremony ended and the three gathered, Yu Ji-a offered her congratulations once more.

"Thank you so much, Unnie Ji-a."

The newly-made son-in-law, Yun Seong-hyeon, would spend a few days alone in a separate house according to Dragon Blood Clan tradition.

Baek Ye-a and Ye-ji had questioned whether this was really necessary, but Yu Ji-a had insisted that separation makes the heart grow fonder, so they had no choice but to follow the tradition.

"I'm truly happy that you two have decided to continue living in our Dragon Blood Clan village! The children are building a wonderful house that will surely be a gift for both of you!"

"The existing house was fine too..."

"Not for us!"

Yu Ji-a briefly dismissed Ye-ji's words and looked around at the three of them anew.

Unlike herself, who was visibly aging despite being of the Dragon Blood Clan, Hui-hyeon and Ye-a still looked exactly as they had when they first met, while Ye-ji aged very slowly.

Perhaps someone else might have been jealous of this, but Yu Ji-a was happy at the thought that at least she wouldn't have to say goodbye to the three of them before her time.

After all, there's nothing happier than seeing loved ones live long lives!

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

At Baek Ye-a's question, Yu Ji-a smiled and shook her head.

"Ye-ji, Ye-ji."

Hearing Yu Ji-a call her name playfully, Ye-ji smiled and replied:

"Hehe, what is it?"

"When you have a child, what name will you give it?"

At Yu Ji-a's question, Ye-ji said:

"Actually, I already have a name in mind."

"What is it? What is it?"

"You already thought of a name?"

"I'm curious. Tell us."

Urged by the three, Ye-ji smiled and said:

"Whether it's a daughter or son, we've decided to name the child Yujin."

"Yujin? Since your husband's surname is Yun, would it be Yun Yujin?"

At Yu Ji-a's question, Ye-ji shook her head and said:

"No. Just Yujin without a surname. We've already decided with my husband to name the child in the Dragon Blood Clan style. Yujin, meaning 'final truth.' What do you think? It's a good name, right?"

Surprised by Ye-ji's unexpected words, Yu Ji-a's eyes widened with joy, but then she spoke with concern:

"Ye-ji, while I'm happy you want to use our Dragon Blood Clan naming style, it might not be good for the child..."

As Yu Ji-a said, even now the Dragon Blood Clan was perceived by outsiders as somewhat backward children, descendants of criminals who fled outside the Human World after committing crimes in the past.

"So if the child gets bullied because of having a Dragon Blood Clan style name, my heart would be very troubled..."

At Yu Ji-a's words, Lee Hui-hyeon and Baek Ye-a remained silent.

"So maybe we could compromise by naming the child Yun Yujin officially, and just call them Yujin among ourselves..."

"No. I've already decided. Why should revealing that one is from the Dragon Blood Clan village be something to be ashamed of? I already changed my name to Ye-ji, didn't I?"

Indeed, Ye-ji's name, which had been Lee Ye-ji when she attended Yegak Academy, became simply 'Ye-ji' upon graduation.

It was something Ye-ji had done unilaterally because she no longer wanted to hide her Dragon Blood Clan village origins.

Of course, the two respected Ye-ji's decision.

That's why they silently agreed when she said she would name the child Yujin.

After all, Ye-ji's stubbornness was too strong to break.

"So the child's name will be Yujin."

At Ye-ji's firm tone, Yu Ji-a said:

"Right, you've always been so stubborn that it's nearly impossible to change your mind! Let's do it your way."

"Ah, and there's one more thing I'd like to ask."

At Ye-ji's words, Yu Ji-a opened her eyes wide and asked:

"Yes, what is it?"

"When my child is born, would you be the godmother?"

Hearing Ye-ji's words, Yu Ji-a momentarily blanked out, then exclaimed in surprise:

"Godmother!? Me!?"

"This is something we discussed and decided together."

"That's right, we all agreed. The son-in-law, Ye-hui, and Ye-jun all said it was a good idea."

"Godmother... Yes! I'll be the godmother! I'll take responsibility for looking after Yujin!"

"I'm the mother and I'm right here, so it's a bit much to say that already."

At Ye-ji's joke, all four burst into laughter.

And then three years passed.

"Da-da-da-da-da!"

"Aack! Yujin! You shouldn't run around like that!"

A group of tiny Dragon Blood Clan children were playing with Yujin.

"Yujin is so cute!"

"A baby calling another baby cute! Hehe!"

"You're a baby too!"

"Aack! I'm not a baby!"

"I need to pet Yujin! ...Aack! He bit my hand!"

"Munch munch."

"Aack! He's munching on my hand!"

"Yujin! Stop biting and bite my hand instead!"

"Munch munch."

"Aack! He really bit me!"

"Children! Don't play too far away!"

"Okay!"

Ye-ji called out as she watched the children playing energetically.

After settling in the Dragon Blood Clan village, Ye-ji and Seong-hyeon made their living by tending to vegetable gardens and farming.

Yujin was particularly slow to speak.

His only form of expression was to stare intently at something, point at it, and babble.

With this speech delay, Ye-ji and Seong-hyeon took Yujin to various doctors, but saw no particular improvement.

"Don't be too impatient. I've heard some children don't start speaking until they're five," Baek Ye-a said, trying to comfort Ye-ji, but it wasn't much consolation.

The two discovered Yujin's unexpected talent when he turned four.

He picked up a clock from the table, perfectly disassembled it, and then reassembled it.

And then, holding up the disassembled clock, he said:

"Clock!"

Yujin's first word was "clock."

Later, after hearing about this from Ye-ji, Lee Hui-hyeon laughed and said:

"Well, whose grandson would be ordinary? Just look at how extraordinary you were, Ye-ji."

"Still, I'm a bit disappointed that his first word was 'clock.'"

"Well, your first word was 'apple.'"

"...He didn't need to take after me in this way too."

After that, Yujin quickly began speaking while showing exceptional talent for disassembling and assembling things.

"Honey, it seems our grandson is going to be a great engineer."

"Indeed, it's not even my doing, but why do I feel so proud every time I see him...?"

And so, Yujin's childhood quickly passed in the warm care and affectionate attention of those around him.

Until 'that incident' happened.

-Ye-ji's Epilogue

The End

Ch.211 - Side Story. Jeong Yu-na's Epilogue
As time passes, it flows ever faster.

Jeong Yu-na suddenly had that thought.

"...It's already winter."

Breathing out a visible puff of air, Yu-na continued walking alone.

When she reached her destination, Yu-na forced a smile and spoke.

"Hey kids, have you been well? I'm sorry I couldn't visit more often."

Before Yu-na stood the memorial tablets of Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a.

"It's been sixteen years since the battle ended. People are now venturing beyond Myeongju to explore... Communication technology, which developed slowly because of demonic energy, has advanced significantly. I heard Huye Jin invested heavily in that area and made a fortune."

Standing before the graves, Yu-na quietly began sharing her story.

"I'm not lonely anymore. I have a family now, and watching my child grow is quite enjoyable. If only you could see me now... you would have been so happy."

As she spoke to the two, Yu-na suddenly thought of a certain child.

A child with white hair and golden eyes.

When her thoughts reached Ye-a, Yu-na's expression momentarily darkened, but she soon smiled while caressing an old, worn blue bracelet.

"As for Ye-a and Hui-hyeon... I still don't know where they are. Really. Where did those two disappear to..."

After that, Yu-na had searched diligently for the two of them.

But she couldn't find them anywhere.

As if they had vanished into the earth.

"Still, I believe they must be doing well wherever they are. Those two were... well, truly amazing, weren't they?"

In Yu-na's memories, Ye-a and Hui-hyeon were more brilliant, wonderful, and precious than anyone else.

That's why she firmly believed they must be living happily, wherever they might be.

"But I believe without a doubt that they'll appear before me again someday. Ye-a and Hui-hyeon will surely come to see me at least once..."

After gazing at Yeon Ho-jin and Han Su-a's memorial tablets for a while, Yu-na smiled brightly and said:

"...Well, I'll be going now. Kids, let's meet again in the next life. We're all destined to meet again someday..."

And just as she turned around.

"Huh?"

"Ah, hello, Yu-na."

Her eyes met with Baek Ye-a, who was standing behind her.

Baek Ye-a, who had dyed her hair black.

"..."

"..."

Even after paying respects at Ho-jin and Su-a's memorial tablets and entering a nearby tea house, Yu-na remained quiet, simply sipping her tea without speaking to me.

"Um, Yu-na. Are you angry...?"

When I finally broke the long silence, Yu-na glared at me with angry eyes.

"Ye-a."

"Y-yes?"

"Where on earth have you been all this time? What have you been doing?"

"Well, I was in the Outlands."

"The Outlands?"

"Yes, in the village where Yu Ji-a used to live..."

Hearing my words, Yu-na sighed deeply and lowered her head.

"I see, so you lived there? Without even letting me know?"

"I'm truly sorry about that... At that time, I had no choice."

"Ye-a."

"Yes."

"You could have at least sent me a letter. Do you know how worried I was?"

"...I'm really sorry."

"What about Hui-hyeon? Is he with you?"

"Yes, Hui-hyeon and I... we got married. We also have... children."

At the mention of children, Yu-na looked up and asked:

"Really? That's... truly wonderful news."

"How about you?"

"Me? I got married too. And had a child."

"Do you have a photo?"

"A photo? Just a moment."

Yu-na took out a photo from her pocket and showed it to me.

In the photo, a child with blue-tipped hair was smiling brightly.

"What do you think? Cute, right?"

"Wow, is it a son or daughter?"

"A daughter. She's 7 years old now."

"7 years old? What's her name?"

"Jeong So-hui."

"Is she well-behaved?"

"Hehe, she's a really good and quiet child. Even as a baby, she rarely fussed or cried."

"I'm envious. When our kids were babies, they cried every day, and Hui-hyeon and I had to take turns looking after them."

"That's normal. Raising children is never easy. So how many do you have?"

"Three. One son and two daughters. We named them Ye-ji, Ye-hui, and Ye-jun."

"Really? Do you plan to have more?"

"Come on, three is enough. Why would I have more?"

As we talked about our children, Yu-na and I chatted comfortably, just like we did 16 years ago.

Yu-na no longer questioned why Hui-hyeon and I had suddenly disappeared; she simply shared stories about what had happened in the past.

"Ye-a."

"Yes."

"Anyway, I'm glad you seem to be doing well."

"...Yes."

"So where are you living these days?"

"I'm currently living in the Dragon Blood Clan village."

"Really? It's been years since you met Yu Ji-a. How is she doing?"

"She's fine. Don't be surprised, but Ji-a is now the leader of the Dragon Blood Clan."

"Really? I'm not surprised at all. Ji-a is certainly worthy of being a leader. She was always a brilliant child."

"...You think so?"

"Yes!"

Hmm.

No matter how I thought about it, Yu-na really had a tendency to evaluate people generously.

Calling Ji-a brilliant? That's quite an unusual assessment.

But I didn't say it out loud.

There was no point in saying Ji-a was stupid when she wasn't even present.

As night fell and the tea house was about to close, Yu-na and I got up from our seats.

"It was truly wonderful to see you again, Ye-a. Next time, let's meet with Hui-hyeon too, okay?"

"Yes, how about our whole families meet next time?"

Hearing my suggestion, Yu-na blinked and then smiled.

"That's a great idea! Yes, let's definitely have all our families meet next time!"

"Sure, let's do that."

"Hey, Ye-a."

"Yes?"

"...It was really good to see you."

"I was happy to see you too. Let's definitely meet again."

After promising to meet again with our entire families, we exchanged addresses and parted ways.

And not long after, the news that reached me was of Yu-na's death.

"She had been in poor health for a while due to the serious internal injuries she sustained during the battle at Yegak Academy."

"Is that so?"

"Yes... Her last outing was when she suddenly wanted to meet her friends. She said she met a friend she really wanted to see. Who would have thought it would be her last..."

Throughout our meeting, Yu-na hadn't shown any signs of illness.

She had only talked about her family and what had happened over the years with a smiling face, without mentioning any pain.

But if I had paid just a little more attention, I could have noticed.

Yu-na's unusually pale face.

It felt strange to see Yu-na lying in her coffin, dressed in the traditional clothes she used to wear when performing blessings, wearing the blue bracelet I had made and given her.

Yu-na, who always made everyone feel good with her bright smile and energy, was no longer smiling.

As I turned my gaze, I noticed a child looking for her mother, unaware of the situation.

It was So-hui, whom Yu-na had shown me in the photo.

"Dad, why is Mom lying down? Huh? Why is Mom lying down? Huh?"

As I watched the child tugging at her father's sleeve, unaware of what was happening, I turned away.

"Ye-a, are you okay?"

Hui-hyeon, who had been standing silently behind me, spoke to me, but I couldn't answer.

Exorcists generally live very long lives.

So I had assumed Yu-na would continue to live for a long time.

The wounds and aftereffects left by Honwon had finally taken my friend away.

"I'm sorry, Hui-hyeon. I want to be alone for a moment..."

After asking Hui-hyeon for understanding, I stepped outside for a while.

As I stood there with my head bowed, lost in thought, I looked up and my eyes met with a woman standing alone.

"..."

After looking at me for a moment, the woman soon turned her gaze away.

"Baek Ye-a, they're about to cremate Yu-na now."

Yu Ji-a, who had been helping with Yu-na's funeral arrangements, came outside and told me.

"Okay."

After hearing Yu Ji-a's words, I went back inside.

Inside, So-hui was trying with all her might to approach Yu-na.

"Why are you setting fire to Mom's body? Don't do that! Mom! Mom!"

"Someone take So-hui outside!"

"No! I'm staying here! Mom!"

After crying and calling for Yu-na for a long time, So-hui was eventually led outside by her father.

Even after So-hui was taken out, we watched Yu-na's body burn for a long time.

*"You two really look good together!"*

*"No matter what happens, I'm on Ye-a's side."*

*"I... I believe in you, Ye-a."*

Like auditory hallucinations, the words Yu-na had said to me brushed past my ears.

"If only... if only I had looked for her sooner..."

I muttered with genuine regret.

If I had, perhaps I could have noticed Yu-na was sick and helped her get treatment.

Afterward, Hui-hyeon, Ji-a, and I stayed at the funeral home longer.

But Yu-na, who used to smile at us, was nowhere to be found.

*"...It was really good to see you."*

Only now did I understand what Yu-na had been trying to say at the end.

*"It was really good to see you one last time."*

"I truly... am a fool."

I closed my eyes, recalling Yu-na's final appearance.

This Life I'm a Heroine

Yu-na's Epilogue

The End

Ch.212 - Side Story. What If There Had Been No Unkillable? (1)
I woke up one day in another world. How would that feel?

And what if I woke up as a different gender than before?

"Damn it. What the hell is this?"

The silver-haired, golden-eyed beauty in the mirror frowned back at me.

A face so beautiful that anyone passing by would turn to look.

The problem is that it's me.

Baek Ye-a.

A pathetic, weak heroine who's nothing but fodder.

Damn it.

"What is going on?"

I muttered quietly and looked at the scenery outside.

As I turned my gaze, I noticed something strange.

"Huh? Why is this here?"

Where I looked was a smartphone—or as they call it in this world, a neural-interface phone—something that shouldn't exist here at all.

The Heroine's Side Story

What if the Unkillable never existed?

What's going on? Is this really the world I knew?

Originally, because of the Unkillable, there shouldn't be smartphones or even feature phones.

For a moment, I wondered if I had been transmigrated into a different world than the game I knew, but after looking in the mirror again, I dismissed the thought.

The person in the mirror was definitely that pathetic, third-rate exorcist Baek Ye-a.

If this wasn't Baek Ye-a, then I must have transmigrated into some well-made knock-off game.

After sighing briefly, I checked the calendar.

Even if something seemed off, I'd already transmigrated, so I needed to check what day it was and make plans accordingly.

Even if I only had a week left, I could still manage to some extent.

Looking at the calendar, today was the day before Yegak Academy started.

"Damn it."

Nothing's going my way.

On the first day of school, I sighed softly as I walked out the door wearing the uncomfortable female uniform.

But even then, I didn't forget to look around.

I needed to know if this world was truly the world of "Killing the Unkillable."

And from what I could see, this was definitely the world I knew.

I see, so this is the world of "Killing the Unkillable" after all.

This is giving me a headache. Damn it.

After arriving at Yegak Academy, I was shocked for another reason.

Originally, in the world of "Killing the Unkillable," the academy was divided into the preparatory course for training exorcists and the liberal arts course for ordinary people.

But the Yegak Academy in this world I'd transmigrated into was divided into various departments.

What made me doubt my eyes was the existence of a "Magical Engineering Department."

This should have been an obsolete field after the arrival of the Unkillable, yet here it was, proudly existing as a major department. What kind of world is this?

And that's my department.

What was "Baek Ye-a" thinking when she applied here...?

"Excuse me..."

As I stood in front of the department, lost in thought, someone approached and spoke to me.

"Yes?"

"Sorry, but do you know where the Political Management Department is? I've been looking but can't find it."

When I turned around, there was a girl with blue-dyed hair tips.

I was about to say I didn't know either, but then I noticed the Political Management Department sign right in front of us.

"I think it's right there."

When I pointed, the girl turned around, then looked back at me with a smile.

"Oh, thanks. I'm Jeong Yu-na. What's your name?"

"I'm... Baek Ye-a. Nice to meet you."

Thinking she seemed friendly, I answered, and Yu-na tilted her head and replied:

"Baek? Are you from that Baek family I know?"

"If you mean the Baek Clan, then yes."

After hearing my answer, Yu-na nodded and said:

"I see. I've only read about it in history books. I didn't know it was a real family!"

"...Really?"

"Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to offend you."

Yu-na apologized, apparently misinterpreting my expression.

It's not like I was offended or anything.

It's not even "my" family anyway.

"No, it's fine. I wasn't offended."

Is the Baek family so obscure in this world that it's just seen as something from history books?

But the house I was staying in seemed quite nice.

After thinking for a moment, I asked Yu-na:

"Hey, Yu-na."

"Yes?"

"Do you know about the Unkillable?"

At my question, Yu-na tilted her head and said:

"The Unkillable...? Oh, you mean the world-ending monster?"

"Yes, that."

After hearing my words, Yu-na looked at me with a puzzled expression and said:

"Well, that's just a monster from old stories, isn't it?"

"Here's my phone number. Call me sometime, okay?"

"Oh, sure. See you later."

After exchanging phone numbers with Yu-na, I headed to my department, the Magical Engineering Department, with a lot on my mind.

The Magical Engineering Department, which should have disappeared into history, was still here, and this world doesn't have the Unkillable.

From the stories that remain, it seems the threat disappeared a very long time ago.

But...

"Ah!"

While walking and thinking, I didn't see the person coming from the front and bumped into them.

"Ugh."

And I fell backward.

This pathetic body is still the same here.

"Ow, ow, ow..."

"Oh, I'm sorry. Are you okay?"

The boy in front of me extended his hand.

"I'm fi—"

As I was about to take his hand and stand up, I looked at the boy in front of me and muttered quietly:

"Damn it."

"Damn it?"

Seeing the boy's puzzled expression, I smiled and said:

"...It means 'thank you very much.'"

The moment I saw those black eyes with red rims and a face that could make many girls cry, I knew immediately.

The boy was none other than Lee Hui-hyeon, the protagonist of this world.

"Destroyer! Are you alright?!"

And behind him, a girl who looked about the same age came running breathlessly.

"Hwayun. I told you not to call me that outside."

"Not call you that? Are you ashamed of the name Destroyer?"

"It's weird, so stop it. You sound like someone who's sick. I let you enroll with me, but I could still send you back."

"Excuse me..."

The two who were acting like dumb and dumber in front of me seemed to remember I was there and turned to look.

"Anyway, sorry for bumping into you. Take care."

"Destroyer! Don't leave me behind!"

"Walk separately, it's embarrassing."

As I watched Hui-hyeon walking away, I wondered why he was going in the same direction as me.

A little later, when I arrived at the Magical Engineering Department, I saw Hui-hyeon sitting there.

What's going on? Is this some kind of hidden camera prank?

If I just stand here quietly, will friends come out from somewhere, laughing and saying it was all a prank?

"Empty seat, empty seat..."

I muttered quietly while looking around, but no matter how I looked, there didn't seem to be any empty seats except next to Hui-hyeon.

As I stood there with an inexplicable aversion, Hui-hyeon, who had been talking with Hwayun in the next seat, turned his gaze and met my eyes.

"Oh."

"Oh?"

"Hello. So you're in the same department."

Although I found it extremely annoying, there were no other seats, so I sighed softly and sat down next to Hui-hyeon, saying:

"Yes, we're in the same department. Got a problem with that?"

"...No."

"How dare you speak to the Destroyer like that? Apologize right—"

"Hwayun."

"Yes, sir."

Hwayun, who was about to say something to me, immediately shut her mouth at Hui-hyeon's intervention.

Hmm, what kind of relationship do these two have?

I don't think there was someone like her in "Killing the Unkillable."

Well, in a world without the Unkillable, it's not strange to have someone like her.

After briefly hearing information about the classes, I was about to quietly pack my bag and leave.

"Hello."

As I was packing my bag and standing up, someone else spoke to me.

"Yes, hello... oh."

As I turned to look, I was surprised to see who had spoken.

Because the person who spoke was...

"Jin."

"Pardon?"

"I thought it might be someone else, but it's Huye Jin."

"Have I told you my name before?"

"Is there anyone in this world who doesn't know Huye Jin's name? Haha..."

From my research yesterday, I learned that the Huye Clan had become a huge corporation in this world.

In real-world terms, they had the recognition equivalent to Samsung Group.

Among them, the successor, Huye Jin, was a celebrity known to everyone who mattered.

This is frustrating.

"I see. Actually, since we're all meeting for the first time, I've arranged a gathering for us to get to know each other better."

Oh, I see. So that's what this is about.

Why are you doing things nobody asked for? Clueless woman.

But I didn't show any of my thoughts and smiled as I said:

"I see. I should be—"

"So, can you join us?"

"..."

And so, despite my silence, I was dragged along by Huye Jin's hand.

I didn't want to go—I really didn't want to go—but once I was dragged to the drinking party by Huye Jin, I drank until I blacked out.

"Pour! Pour!"

"Argh! Bring more alcohol! No, bring it all!"

"Look at that! She's chugging the whole bottle!"

I'll admit it. It was honestly too much fun.

After growing older, such gatherings had become quite rare.

Maybe I was also releasing the stress that had built up since suddenly transmigrating.

How much time passed like that?

"Ugh... my head..."

Forcing my eyes open, I found myself lying naked in bed.

As I tried to recall my memories, I soon remembered that I had transmigrated into Baek Ye-a's body and sighed.

Still, this world is different from the "Killing the Unkillable" I knew.

There's no Unkillable in this world.

So, would it be okay for me to live in this world...?

If there's no need to get involved with Hui-hyeon to save the world, maybe I don't need to get entangled with him?

Thinking this, I raised my body and discovered someone sleeping soundly next to me.

"..."

No way, it can't be?

Thinking this, I nervously pulled on the shoulder of the person sleeping next to me, and when I saw who it was, I frowned and muttered:

"Lee Hui-hyeon...?"
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For a moment, my brain seemed to stop working.

What's going on? Why am I lying naked next to Lee Hui-hyeon?

After thinking for a moment, I came to a conclusion.

Alright, I'll kill him.

Just as I was about to put my hands around his neck with that thought, Lee Hui-hyeon opened his eyes.

"..."

"..."

After briefly staring at my naked body, Lee Hui-hyeon promptly turned to his side, pretending to be asleep as if nothing had happened.

"Hey."

"..."

"I know you're awake, so why don't you just get up?"

The moment he heard my words, Lee Hui-hyeon's body flinched.

I saw that, you bastard.

I thought hard.

What should I do? If I got drunk and... slept with Lee Hui-hyeon, what should I do?

Should I take a morning-after pill? But do those even exist in this world?

While I was racking my brain, Lee Hui-hyeon continued lying on his side, pretending to be asleep.

This bastard, I'm in this situation because of him.

"Get up!"

"Aaaagh!"

When I pulled his ear, Lee Hui-hyeon screamed and sat up.

A moment later, Lee Hui-hyeon was kneeling in front of me.

"So explain. What exactly happened yesterday?"

With my hands on my hips, trying to maintain the most dignified posture possible, I asked Lee Hui-hyeon, who deliberately avoided my gaze.

Meanwhile, Baek Ye-a's body has impressive hips.

No, that's not the point.

"Not going to talk?"

When I threatened him, Lee Hui-hyeon reluctantly spoke.

"Clothes."

"Huh?"

"Could you put on some clothes before we talk?"

Even after hearing Lee Hui-hyeon's words, I maintained my dignified posture and said:

"You've already seen everything anyway."

"That's not something a young lady should say..."

"Well, I'm not your ordinary young lady."

Inside is actually a 29-year-old man, you see.

More than anything, what annoyed me most was Lee Hui-hyeon's attitude.

After what he did yesterday, acting embarrassed now seemed incredibly hypocritical.

Well, that's typical of visual novel protagonists.

"You had no problem looking all you wanted when you got me drunk, so why pretend to be embarrassed now?"

"You're the one who got drunk... And you seem to be misunderstanding something—nothing happened between us yesterday."

"What? Don't lie. Then why were you lying in the same bed with me?"

"You really don't remember anything?"

"Remember what?"

"Yesterday, you grabbed me while drunk, made a scene, and then threw up."

...Huh?

"What?"

"So I brought you home, washed your clothes, cleaned your body, did everything. You even threw up on me. You really don't remember?"

"...Huh?"

"You really don't remember. You were saying something about transmigrating from another world, then suddenly started crying..."

"Ah."

"Then you were vomiting like 'bleeeeh'..."

"Ahhh."

"And finally, you were sobbing, saying you were lonely and begging me not to leave..."

"Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh."

"...You really don't remember?"

"AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH."

It all came back to me. Everything came back.

So yesterday, I made such a disgraceful scene in front of Lee Hui-hyeon.

It would have been less embarrassing if Lee Hui-hyeon had actually had ulterior motives and slept with me.

"Judging by your expression, you seem to remember now."

"Ahhhh, what have I done..."

As I fell to my knees with a thud, Lee Hui-hyeon said:

"It's okay, everyone makes mistakes. What you did was just one of those many mistakes."

"Hui-hyeon..."

"Yes?"

"Shut up..."

"Okay..."

After that, I quickly got dressed with a flushed face.

I was so sure that's what happened.

I was so sure Lee Hui-hyeon had done that to me.

That would have been better than throwing up and having him clean me. What humiliation.

"Ye-a."

While I was struggling to erase yesterday's events from my mind, Lee Hui-hyeon peeked his head through the door.

"What, you're still here?"

"Yeah."

"Sigh... So what is it?"

"I ordered hangover soup for you. That's what I came to tell you."

"Hangover soup?"

"Yeah, you drank so much yesterday, you need to recover. Well, I'll be going now. Bye."

With those words, Lee Hui-hyeon left the house.

"...Unnecessary kindness."

I muttered quietly, but still ate the hangover soup Lee Hui-hyeon had ordered.

It was delicious.

"Baek Ye-a! A moment please!"

As soon as I arrived at the academy, Hwayun approached me, fuming.

"What is it?"

"What did you do with Lee Hui-hyeon yesterday!?"

"What's that supposed to mean all of a sudden?"

"Lee Hui-hyeon's charm is certainly impressive. It's not strange that someone would fall for him on the first day. But to boldly seduce the Destroyer using alcohol as an excuse! I, Hwayun, simply cannot forgive—!"

"Your voice is too loud!"

Worried that the other students might hear, I hurriedly tried to cover Hwayun's mouth and drag them to a corner, but what could I do with this pathetic body? Hwayun easily grabbed my arm and flipped me over.

"Ugh."

"It's useless. Do you know how much martial arts I practice regularly? This is my final warning. Stay away from the Destroyer. Only I can love the Destroyer."

"Love? You like Lee Hui-hyeon?"

At my question, Hwayun's red eyes stared directly into mine.

"Yes, I love him. I would give everything for him."

"I'll support you."

"What?"

"I said I'll support you. Now let me go!"

Taking advantage of Hwayun's momentary confusion at my response, I broke free.

How can a girl who looks like that be so strong?

"First, let me make it clear that I have no interest in Lee Hui-hyeon."

"Then what about yesterday? There's a rumor spreading that you got drunk, seduced Lee Hui-hyeon, and took him home!"

Wait, which bastard spread that kind of rumor? I grabbed my aching head and said to Hwayun:

"No, there's a more complicated situation..."

"Situation?"

"...Anyway, it's not what you think."

"Why is your face turning red while you say that?!"

"No, I'm telling you there's a complicated situation! Anyway, it's not what you think!"

As we were bickering and quarreling, I could hear the surrounding students murmuring.

"Look at that. Are those two fighting over one guy?"

"It's only been one day, and they're already fighting over a boy?"

"Kids these days move so fast~"

The feeling that some really shitty comments were being exchanged was definitely not just my imagination.

No, if this continues, uncontrollable rumors will...!

"No! I'm telling you I don't have that kind of relationship with Lee Hui-hyeon!"

"Playing hard to get~"

"Must be nice. I wonder if we could have a love like that?"

"Arggghhhh!"

"Where are you going! Our conversation isn't over yet!"

Ignoring Hwayun's shouting behind me, I ran forward.

I didn't know where to go, but I felt like I needed to go somewhere, anywhere.

That sprint only came to a stop when I spotted Lee Hui-hyeon coming from the front.

"It's because of you!"

"Huh?"

"Strange rumors are spreading!"

"Aaaack!"

I elbowed Lee Hui-hyeon right then and there.

"...Why is the only empty seat next to you again?"

"Somehow the other kids don't want to sit next to me..."

During class time, I couldn't seem to sit next to any of the other students while looking for a seat.

Even though there were clearly empty seats, they'd say their friends were coming soon, smiling knowingly as if they understood everything. I really wanted to hit them.

After going around and around, I finally came to the seat next to Lee Hui-hyeon.

"Vixen."

Hwayun, who was sitting next to Lee Hui-hyeon, muttered something, but I ignored it and plopped down next to Lee Hui-hyeon defiantly.

The snickering sounds from around us when I sat down were definitely not my imagination.

Damn, is this some new form of bullying?

I never imagined the entire class would be shippers.

After sitting there for a while, I said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"Hui-hyeon."

"Y-yes."

"It seems we've been labeled as a campus couple."

"...It seems so."

"You wouldn't be happy with this situation either, right?"

"Well, not particularly..."

"Right?"

"...Right."

Ye-a.

Having gotten the answer I wanted, I said to Lee Hui-hyeon:

"So, how about we pretend to fight in front of everyone?"

"Pretend to fight?"

"Yeah. For example... like, about yesterday..."

"Would that make them drop their misunderstanding?"

"We have to try something."

Yes, we have to try something to escape this situation.

With that thought, I quietly steeled my resolve... but then gave up.

"On second thought."

"Yes?"

"Let's not fight about yesterday."

"Why?"

"Why? Because yesterday I... did those things."

Hearing my words, Lee Hui-hyeon thought for a moment and then nodded.

"You're right."

"What things! What exactly are 'those things'?!"

Hwayun, who had been quietly listening to our conversation, suddenly erupted.

What's wrong with this person?

"Hwayun..."

"I apologize, Destroyer. But I must hear about this! Yesterday! What! Exactly! Happened!"

"No, it's nothing! Lee Hui-hyeon just washed my body, but...!"

"He washed your body?!"

When Hwayun shouted in excitement, the murmuring around us intensified.

"They've already gone that far?"

"Oh my!"

"Such a modern woman~"

Hearing the surrounding murmurs, I buried my head on the desk.

Fine, say whatever you want.

I don't even care anymore.
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"Ye-a."

I slowly opened my eyes as I felt someone gently shaking my shoulder.

When I opened my eyes, I found myself at a beach surrounded by forest—somewhere I had never been before in this world.

"Hui-hyeon...?"

I quietly called Hui-hyeon's name as I sat up, and he was smiling brightly at me.

"Are you finally awake?"

"Hui-hyeon... What about the Unkillable?"

"It's gone. It's disappeared now."

"I see."

"You don't seem very surprised?"

"Well, I always knew you could do it."

I sat beside Hui-hyeon and gazed at the waves breaking on the shore, sparkling in the sunlight.

It felt as though if I kept looking, all my worries and concerns would simply vanish.

Hui-hyeon covered my eyes with his hand and said, "You shouldn't stare at it too much."

"Why not?"

"It takes away more than it should."

"What does it take?"

"Memories, emotions, and all other precious things."

After hearing his words, I think I stopped looking at the ocean and focused on Hui-hyeon instead.

Despite warning me not to look at the sea, Hui-hyeon was gazing at it himself with a somewhat bitter smile.

Annoyed by this, I pinched one of his cheeks and pulled.

"Ouch."

Hui-hyeon turned to me with a playful smile.

"You tell me not to look at the sea, but then you stare at it yourself?"

"Sorry."

"If you're sorry, then from now on, look only at me. Got it?"

Hui-hyeon smiled at my somewhat languid words.

"Alright."

After sitting quietly for a while, Hui-hyeon finally spoke.

"Ye-a."

"Yes?"

"I think this is as far as I go."

I glanced at Hui-hyeon when I heard his words.

"If that's a joke, it's not funny."

"It's not a joke."

"If you keep this up, I'm going to get angry."

Hearing my words, Hui-hyeon sat silently for a moment before speaking again.

"You know, Ye-a. Do you remember when I first met you in our first life?"

"I remember. I was really ugly back then, wasn't I?"

"No."

"No?"

"No, you weren't. I actually fell for you back then."

"You fell for me back then?"

"Yes. When everyone else gave up and ran away, you fought until the end. I thought that was more beautiful than anything else in this world."

"I didn't know you had a thing for failed losers."

"You were never a loser back then."

Hui-hyeon slowly reached out and placed his hand on mine.

After holding it like that for a while, he continued speaking.

"We've been through so much together."

"...Yes. I was running around not knowing anything about you. It's terrifying to imagine what would have happened if I had never known anything about you, if I had never remembered."

"Really?"

"Yes, I can say with certainty now. The happiest Baek Ye-a was the one who met Lee Hui-hyeon and fell in love."

"So you're happy now?"

"Yes, more than you could ever imagine."

"I see. That's good."

Hui-hyeon answered with a smile, then spoke with a somewhat lonely expression.

"I wish I could have heard that story a little sooner."

With those final words, Hui-hyeon stood up and walked toward the sea.

"Where are you going?"

"I have to go now."

"If you're going, I'll go with you."

"No. You still have many days left to live."

Hui-hyeon stepped into the water as he spoke to me.

Seeing this, I got up and followed him into the sea.

I felt that if I lost him now, I would never see him again.

So I desperately followed after Hui-hyeon.

"Hui-hyeon, don't go."

"Don't worry, Ye-a. I'll take all the misfortunes and calamities that would have come your way. All you need to do is live the rest of your life overflowing with happiness."

"Hui-hyeon, what are you saying? Hui-hyeon, Hui-hyeon!"

/

"Hui-hyeon..."

I think I had a dream.

A dream that was warm and nostalgic, but also so sorrowful that it was unbearable.

Rising from my bed, I looked at the bedding that hadn't even been unwrapped yet.

Bedding that Hui-hyeon should have used.
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Where the Spider Lily withers, the Marigold blooms again.

After the Unkillable disappeared, the Human World Council finally declared that peace had come to the human world.

I received countless thank-yous and invitations to various events.

But I declined all rewards and invitations.

Because they weren't meant for me.

Because Hui-hyeon, who deserved the rewards, was now dead.

"..."

As I stared blankly out the window, the doorbell rang.

"Ye-a, I know you're in there. Let's talk for a bit, okay?"

I thought about ignoring it, but when I heard Yuna's voice accompanied by loud knocking, I reluctantly got up.

When I opened the door, Yuna was standing there.

"Hi, Ye-a."

"...Hi, Yuna."

"Can I come in for a bit?"

"Sure, come in."

After nodding to Yuna, I turned around and went back inside.

Seeing the mess everywhere, Yuna said to me, "My goodness. Everything's covered in dust! When was the last time you cleaned?"

"...I don't know. I can't remember. It's been a while, I guess."

"Oh, I bought some food on the way here. Want to eat together? It's really good."

"Yuna."

"Yes?"

"If you don't have anything to say, I'd appreciate it if you'd leave."

"..."

After a moment of silence, Yuna slowly raised her head and looked at me.

"Ye-a. It's been three years since Hui-hyeon died."

"It's only been three years."

"How long are you going to be like this? Hui-hyeon wouldn't want you to be this way."

"Hui-hyeon is already dead. How can you know what a dead person wants?"

"I was Hui-hyeon's friend. And you were... Hui-hyeon's precious person, weren't you?"

So shouldn't you know Hui-hyeon's heart better than anyone?

Yuna seemed to want to say something like that to me.

I stared blankly out the window for a moment.

The sky was blue and clear, unlike during the last World-Ending.

"...Yuna."

"Yes, Ye-a?"

"Please go home for today. I... I need to rest."

"Ye-a."

"Someday I'll surely be better than I am now. But... but I don't think that day is today."

"...Alright. I'll go for now. Oh, and Yu Ji-a said she'll be visiting you soon."

"Ji-a?"

"Yes, she said she's determined to get you out of the house."

I gave a hollow laugh at Yuna's playful tone.

I'd be lucky if Ji-a doesn't hit me.

After seeing Yuna off, I went to bed and lay down.

Then I took out Hui-hyeon's sword that was hidden under the blanket and hugged it.

I know. I know it's just an object.

But strangely, very strangely, when I do this, it feels as if Hui-hyeon is here with me.

"Hui-hyeon..."

And I closed my eyes and quietly called out the name of someone who would never return.

"Yuna came today. What did she say? Just... the same things as before. I think she's really worried about her only friend being like this. It's been three years, so you'd think she'd give up by now."

And I talk about what happened that day.

This was a secret conversation between just Hui-hyeon and me.

Absorbed in the conversation, I continue the flow, and then suddenly I open my mouth and blurt out:

"I'm hanging in there somehow."

And I open my eyes.

"I'm hanging in there somehow. Because this life is what you gave me, Hui-hyeon. I'm here now because of you. So, Hui-hyeon, please wait just a little longer until we meet again. I love you."

After whispering to Hui-hyeon's sword, I closed my eyes again.

I stayed like that for a while.

-...you?

I quietly opened my eyes at the sound coming from somewhere.

-Do you wish to start over?

And at the voice that was now clearly audible, I sat up.

"What? Who's there?"

-It's me. The one who always comes when you call.

As I sat up, I thought I knew who was calling me.

No, I knew.

"I see."

-You're not very surprised?

"There's no reason to be surprised. No, I've been waiting for you, 'Unkillable.'"

-What do you want?

"I want to start over from the beginning."

-Is that so? And the price?

"I'll give you everything I have."

This time, I was clumsily split in half and couldn't properly help Hui-hyeon.

Rather than going through the pain of not remembering Hui-hyeon again, I would become one with the Unkillable this time and start everything over.

"So turn back time."

The entity that had only been a voice until then suddenly opened its red eyes.

-I'll do that.

Lee Hui-hyeon, late on his first day at the academy, was running urgently toward the school.

Late on the very first day.

This is all Hwayun's fault.

Because Hwayun kept holding onto his uniform, insisting that dressing well was important for making a good first impression, he ended up being late.

He should have pushed back more firmly.

As Lee Hui-hyeon was grumbling lightly and about to enter through the school gate:

"...Hello! You're Hui-hyeon, right? I'm Ye-a. Baek Ye-a."

A girl with golden eyes blocked Lee Hui-hyeon's path and greeted him.

"You know me?"

"Of course I do. I've known you for a very, very long time."

"I see. Wait, if your surname is Baek, are you from the Baek Clan?"

"From the Baek Clan? Yes, I am."

"Are you late too?"

At Lee Hui-hyeon's question, 'Baek Ye-a' nodded and said, "Yes, I overslept..."

Hearing 'Baek Ye-a's' words, Lee Hui-hyeon smiled and said, "Then let's go in together. At least I won't be scolded alone."

"Yes, Hui-hyeon. Nice to meet you again?"

'Baek Ye-a' smiled at Lee Hui-hyeon as she spoke.
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